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Preface

At the heart of the mission of Fellows of Contemporary Art (foca) is a commitment to supporting California artists, curators, and their exhibitions. Thus, it
is with great pleasure that foca celebrates the opening of Alison Saar: Of Aether
and Earthe at the Armory Center for the Arts and the Benton Museum of Art
at Pomona College, where it is the inaugural exhibition. As a local group, foca
considers it especially fitting to sponsor the work of Alison Saar, an artist born
and raised in Los Angeles.
foca is an independent, membership-based nonprofit organization. Our
members make possible a rich program of support for the arts in California and
the scholarly documentation of contemporary California art. Since its founding in 1975, foca has remained steadfast to its mission and established an
impressive historical record of the work of primarily California artists and curators. Alison Saar: Of Aether and Earthe is the forty-first exhibition and scholarly
catalog sponsored by foca through its Curators Award program. In addition to
the Curators Award, foca presents unrestricted grants to mid-career California
artists through its foca Fellowships program and via its Curators Lab, which
awards grants to emerging curators who create exhibitions with documentation
at foca’s headquarters in Chinatown.
On behalf of the Fellows of Contemporary Art, I would like to congratulate
Alison Saar and express our thanks to the cocurators and coeditors, Rebecca
McGrew, at the Benton Museum of Art at Pomona College, and Irene Tsatsos,
at the Armory Center for the Arts, for their continued and vital support of
California artists. As the Curators Award is chosen two years in advance, I would
like to acknowledge the 2019 Curators Award Cochairs Jan Cobert and Matthew
Scheele and their committee, as well as the 2018 Curators Award Chair Sharon
Darnov and her committee.
On the occasion of this exhibit and the publication of the monographic catalog
that accompanies it, we thank our members past and present for their generous
support of contemporary art in California, and we reaffirm this commitment to
the arts going forward.

Judith Tuch
Chair, Board of Directors
Fellows of Contemporary Art

Fellows of Contemporary Art
2018 Board of Directors
JoAnn Bourne
Anne Brilliant
Ellen Buchanan
Linda Camras
Jan Cobert
Sharon Darnov
Kris From
Rosalyn Firemark
Bonnie Levin Friedman
Noriko Fujinami
Donna Gottlieb
Lory Johansson
Linda Maggard
Connie McCreight
Tressa Miller
Ann Myers
Bob Myers
Sandra Nichols
Gina Posalski
Beth Rosenbloom
Matthew Scheele
Pam Smith
Judith Tuch
Suzette Wachtel
Janice Wallace
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Foreword

Active since the early 1980s, Alison Saar has developed a distinctive visual idiom
that features seemingly earth-bound figures endowed with the spirit of the
supernatural. These at once protective and inspiring goddesses subvert conventional hierarchies of race, gender, and class. As we reckon with the structures
that sustain entrenched racial bias and gender inequality, Saar’s work calls us
to reposition the domestic as public, the commonplace as exceptional, and the
marginalized as centered.
The Armory Center for the Arts, in Pasadena, and the Benton Museum of Art at
Pomona College (formerly Pomona College Museum of Art), in Claremont, place
education at the core of their institutional missions. The opportunity to present
a major survey of Saar’s sculpture, paintings, and prints is therefore one we especially embrace; this exhibition encourages us to confront difficult elements of
our past and present in order to set a new course for the future. It is also significant
for us to host this exhibition in places critical to Saar’s personal and intellectual
development. Saar spent time as a child in Pasadena at the home of her grandmother, and she later brought her children to the Armory to visit exhibitions
and attend art classes. She has a long relationship with the Claremont Colleges,
having graduated from Scripps College in 1978. In 2007, she returned to
help launch the Samella Lewis Contemporary Art Collection, in honor of her
trailblazing professor. Artworks by Saar can be found in the Pomona College
Collection, the most recent addition to which is the major public art commission
Imbue (2020)—a twelve-foot-tall figure that represents Yemaja, a Yoruba deity—
to commemorate the opening of the Benton.
The Armory and the Benton thank the following institutional and individual
lenders for their willingness to part with major works during the run of the
exhibition: Gary and Kathi Cypres, Eileen Harris Norton Collection, H. Allen
Evans and Anna Rosicka, Dr. and Mrs. Richard J. Feldman, Gai Gherardi
and Rhonda Saboff, Stuart Hodosh, L.A. Louver, Charles and Lydia Levy,
Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Robert MacLeod, Lois and Richard Neiter,
Dan and Joyce Sandel, Jean and Timothy Schmit, Jordan D. Schnitzer, the
Tia Collection, and the University of Kentucky Art Museum.
We also appreciate the vision and leadership of our curators, Rebecca McGrew,
Senior Curator, Benton Museum of Art, and Irene Tsatsos, Director of Exhibition
Programs / Chief Curator, Armory Center for the Arts, whose incredible insight
and perseverance have nurtured the exhibition and this publication. We are grateful for the contributions that enrich this exhibition catalog, including previously
unpublished poems by Camille T. Dungy, Harryette Mullen, and Evie Shockley.
All three poets have worked with Saar in the past, and they share her belief in
the transformative power of words and images. Rebecca McGrew’s introductory
essay explores the themes of the exhibition in the context of Saar’s professional

trajectory. Irene Tsatsos engages Saar in a dialogue about the artist’s practices
and the mythologies of African, African diasporic, and Western cultures that
influence her. Christina Sharpe’s essay delves into Saar’s distinctive materials and
processes and elucidates their intuitive relationships with Black life. Lastly,
the artist’s autobiographical timeline sheds light on the ways in which she incorporates personal and political events into her work.
We gratefully acknowledge the Fellows of Contemporary Art, who awarded
McGrew and Tsatsos the 2020 Curators Award in recognition of the significance
of creating this major exhibition and publication to honor Saar. Both institutions
also thank the Pasadena Art Alliance, which has supported contemporary
programming at the two venues for decades and which provided lead support for
the installation of Alison Saar: Of Aether and Earthe at the Armory. At Pomona,
additional support comes from the Janet Inskeep Benton ‘79 Endowed Fund, the
Carlton Seaver Fund, and the Dr. Lucille M. Paris Endowment.
Finally, the Armory and the Benton are most grateful to Alison Saar for her
deep engagement and generosity of spirit during the planning and execution
of this exhibition and publication.

Leslie Ito

Victoria Sancho Lobis

Executive Director
Armory Center for the Arts

Sarah Rempel and Herbert S. Rempel ’23 Director
Benton Museum of Art at Pomona College

Alison Saar’s Radical
Art of Sustenance

[T]he beauty of the black ordinary [is] the beauty that
resides in and animates the determination to live free, the
beauty that propels the experiments in living otherwise. It
encompasses the extraordinary and the mundane, art and
everyday use. Beauty is not a luxury; rather it is a way of
creating possibility in the space of enclosure, a radical art
of subsistence, an embrace of our terribleness, a transfiguration of the given. It is a will to adorn, a proclivity for the
baroque, and the love of too much.
—Saidiya Hartman1
Saar’s poetics of soul is situated within the context of
everyday life, for it is there that our spirits dwell and stand
in need of comfort and shelter.
—bell hooks2

Alison Saar’s work is deeply rooted in the connections
between earth and spirit. Her predominantly Black
female figurative sculptures, endowed with muscular
limbs, solid torsos, and a determined assertion of their
rightful place—have always been grounded in a sense
of site while simultaneously enlightened in matters of
the soul. Her origin story, told most eloquently by poet
and writer Harryette Mullen, describes a young girl
in Laurel Canyon—a Hollywood-adjacent neighborhood
made famous in the 1960s by its many musician
and artist denizens—raised by artist parents Betye
and Richard Saar. She frequented thrift shops and flea
markets and searched for “buried treasure” in vacant
lots.3 The young Saar, as Mullen relates, “dug up bits
and pieces of everyday life . . . charred wood fragments,
rusted nails, shattered china, lost toys, corroded metal
parts of ancient machines, glasses and bottles flashing
rainbow colors” that were “spiritually charged talismans . . . or relics of another time” and place that evoked
the connections between the spirit world, everyday mate
rials, and a range of cultural references. Cultural critic bell
hooks describes the essence of Saar’s work as revealing
the presence of the holy spirit in our daily life, describing how the figures that inhabit the world of Saar’s work
invite us to engage the mysteries of the soul.4
Alison Saar: Of Aether and Earthe is presented
simultaneously at the Armory Center for the Arts in
Pasadena, California, and the Benton Museum of Art

Voluptuous Mummy, 1982
Wood, linen, leather, nails, other objects
15 × 4½ × 3½ in. (38.1 × 11.43 × 8.89 cm)
Collection of Jordan D. Schnitzer

Rebecca McGrew

at Pomona College in Claremont, California. In dialogue
with Saar, cocurator Irene Tsatsos and I conceived a
survey of sculptures, installations, paintings, and drawings that focus on her exploration of female imagery,
in particular her examination of the intersections of
gender and race. With these works, Saar measures social
memory and cultural norms, using sophisticated visual
language to bring attention to the gaps where narratives
have been forgotten or ignored. Using rough-hewn
forms and humble found materials, she creates resilient
female bodies that activate legacies of bodily and
spiritual survival.
The works included in Of Aether and Earthe embody
Saar’s signature aesthetic of figurative forms that
convey personal and cultural narratives. Her complex
iconography explores binaries of body and spirit. Saar’s
work also highlights myths and archetypes, invisible
bodies and hidden histories, and timeless paradigms
of grounding and transformation. Her works on view
at the Armory suggest elements of fire, air, and aether,
while the Benton exhibition emphasizes works with
grounded, earthly, and watery qualities. These themes
have manifested in Saar’s work over four decades, from
the earliest work included, Voluptuous Mummy (1982), to
the most recent, Imbue (2020), the bronze public sculpture commissioned by Pomona College on the occasion
of this exhibition and the opening of the new Benton
Museum of Art.
The exhibition subtitle, Of Aether and Earthe, suggests
transformations of elemental properties, with aether
representing the spiritual and non-material, and earthe—
in the archaic spelling—suggesting a rootedness in
physical materials. The words have esoteric, alchemical
connotations that stem from ancient and medieval
science. Aether represented the fifth element—a cosmic
essence that exists in and around the other elements
of earth, water, air, and fire. Aether was thought to be
the source to the philosopher’s stone,5 and scientists
believed it was the material through which light moved.6
Aether was considered the invisible material that
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Sapphire, 1985
Wood, shards, electric lights, mixed media
28 × 31 × 10 in. (71.12 × 78.74 × 25.4 cm)
Collection of Gai Gherardi and Rhonda Saboff

encompassed the empty space in the universe, and was
used by scientists and philosophers, including Aristotle,
Isaac Newton, René Descartes, and Albert Einstein, to
“study the mysteries of the natural world.”7 After centuries
of theories and failed experiments, the idea of aether
lives on “as an abstract idea of the intangible void . . . in
the esoteric worlds of magic, mysticism, and the supernatural,” and “into the discussion of the cosmos . . . the
mysterious discoveries of dark matter and dark energy,
the elusive force believed to be the cause of the accelerating expansion of the universe.”8 This invisible energy
of aether is the essence that binds Saar’s work to something inexpressible and powerful. In combination with
the grounding principles of earthe—and the inherent
connection to Mother Nature—Saar’s work inhabits both
the nurturing and destructive aspects of nature.
An early example of Saar’s metaphorical use of the
four elements of earth, air, fire, and water appears
in Slow Boat (1992), an installation that laments the
passage of time and the profound losses of aids in the
1980s. In Slow Boat, Saar depicts the elements as four
separate components in a gallery: an “earthbound pile
of rocks, wings hovering in mid-air, the funeral pyre,
[and] the sound and reflection of water.”9 Curator Susan
Krane notes that all four elements have “equivalent
psychological, metaphysical, and cosmological spirits.”10 The connections between the mind, the spirit, the
body, and the five elements—including aether—reside
in complex ways in Saar’s work. In Sapphire (1985), Saar
has carved a blonde-haired, blue-eyed, dark-skinned
female bust with her hands clasped behind her head,
breasts thrust forward. Each breast swings open on

a hinge to expose a fiery red candle that illuminates
shards of glass in a votive-like interior. Saar’s figure
challenges the viewers’ gaze, boldly exposing her
shattered heart and daring them to touch her. In this
early work, Saar questions ideals of Black female beauty
by subverting the early twentieth-century minstrel
caricature of Sapphire—a domineering and sexualized
aggressor—and embracing her as a defiant, sassy, and
passionate sexual being. The hidden cavity in Sapphire’s
breasts alludes to Central African Bakongo nkisi objects,
which serve as charms to mystically attack slaveholders
and other enemies.
Saar’s works layer references, always returning to
the elemental connections and her vast cultural and
historical knowledge. The massive sculpture Breach
(2016) and two related paintings on sugar sacks and
linen, Black Bottom Stomp (2015) and Sluefoot Slide
(2015), respond to two natural disasters that disproportionately impacted Black communities in the South: the
tragic aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in 2005, which
devastated predominantly Black neighborhoods of
the Ninth Ward in New Orleans and forced hundreds
of thousands of residents out of the city, and the Great
Mississippi River Flood of 1927, which inundated over
16 million acres of land covering Arkansas, Louisiana,
Mississippi, Missouri, and Oklahoma and left more
than 200,000 Blacks homeless and stranded in encamp
ments that were guarded at gunpoint. Saar’s direct
observation of the horrific repercussions of Katrina
ultimately resulted in a series of works included in
the exhibition Breach. Scholar Kitty McManus Zurko

Black Bottom Stomp, 2015
Acrylic, gesso and charcoal on found
and dyed denim, sugar sacks, and linens
53 × 26 in. (134.6 × 66 cm)
Collection of Jean and Timothy Schmit
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Breach, 2016
Wood, ceiling tin, found trunks, washtubs,
other objects
155 × 60 × 51 in. (393.7 × 152.4 × 129.5 cm)
Los Angeles County Museum of Art

notes that Saar brings back into focus the “bitter lessons of the traumatic Great Flood [that] have receded
with time like the waters themselves.”11 Saar researched
flood-related disasters, looking at the effects of flooding
on Blacks living in flood-prone areas, in particular how
they influenced music, art, and literature.
Breach is an over-twelve-foot-tall sculpture composed
of a life-size female figure. Covered in rusted tin ceiling
tiles, she stands on a raft-like platform, holding a pole to
guide her journey. On her head, she balances a massive
load of trunks, suitcases, kitchen utensils, lanterns, and
pots and pans. In her discussion of Breach, Zurko
characterizes Saar’s sculpture as an homage to strength,
drawing connections between “Atlas, Greek god of
endurance, and the Senegalese women and children
[Saar] encountered in Senegal in 2006 . . . [balancing]
gravity-defying loads of calabashes and other market
goods on their heads.”12 In Black Bottom Stomp, a nude
woman holds one hand over her head and the other over
her breast while standing in thigh-deep water. Similarly,
a woman wearing a transparent blue nightgown wades
in water in Sluefoot Slide. Both works allude to the experiences of Blacks during the floods, and their titles recall
early twentieth-century African American dances.13
The three works represent what Saar calls “the psychic
‘breach’”14 entrenched in the backwater of race relations.

Recently, Saar has focused on the character Topsy in
Harriet Beecher Stowe’s abolitionist novel Uncle Tom’s
Cabin (1852). Saar transforms Topsy from a Civil-War-era
slave to a contemporary heroine fit for our era of
fraught race relations exacerbated by the divisive 2016
election. Saar says she was “enraged by the constant
news of Black men, women, and even children being
murdered by law enforcement, and the general vitriolic
climate in the United States.”15 To counter this, Saar
gives her subjects, such as Topsy, agency and strength,
often arming them with tools that transform their
subjugation into tenacity, resilience, and communal
significance. In sculptures of wood, tar, bronze, and
steel (Bitter Crop, 2018) and paintings on indigo-dyed
seed sacks and vintage linens (High Cotton, 2017),
Saar confronts us with powerfully defiant women and
young girls. In the case of High Cotton, the small children, camouflaged amid a constellation of cotton bolls
in a dark field, wield the hand-held tools of their slave
work in the Southern United States: bale-hook, hoe,
tobacco knife, machete, and sickle. The locks of hair of
the recumbent odalisque in Bitter Crop comprise twisted
branches topped with sprouts of cotton bolls. The forms
echo Stowe’s Topsy: “wooly hair braided in sundry little
tails, which stuck out in every direction.”16 In Saar’s earlier Compton Nocturne (1999), the reclining figure boasts
Medusa-like locks of bottle-tree hair. The nude in Saar’s
Set to Simmer (with texts by Dionne Brand, 2019) adds an
iron skillet to the arsenal. Together, these works em
blematize female endurance, suggesting outrage as a
motivator toward action.
When discussing her works, Saar refers to them anthropomorphically—using “she” or “he.” Her early works
depict male and female genders equally. Saar recalls how
giving birth gave her new insight into the “incredible
machine” of the female body and led her to focus on
girls and women.17 She expanded her imagery to include
abstracted depictions of themes connected to women’s
life cycles: menstruation, pregnancy, nesting, lactation,
and the experience of the empty nest.
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Bitter Crop, 2018
Wood, steel, bronze, acrylic, tar
18 × 28 × 8 in. (45.7 × 71.1 × 20.3 cm)
Collection of Gary and Kathi Cypres

Saar depicts many of these experiences through iconography that connects symbols of air, earth, fire, and
water. For example, in Bitter Crop, the earthy and fecund
cotton bolls sprouting from the figure's head hint at the
fertility of her belly. In Rouse (2012), a staunchly protective mother guards an embryonic, translucently golden
figure nestling in her antlers; a pile of antler sheds at her
feet symbolizes growth and the passage of time. Saar’s
inspirations here were the fragile passage of her children
into adulthood and her own transition once her children
had left the nest. Mammy Machine (2012), Sea of Nectar
(2008), and Via Lactea (2013) convey the all-encompassing work of motherhood. With Mammy Machine, breasts
are instruments for sustenance: an oxidized washtub
filled with water is chained to a cluster of hanging blown
glass breasts that endlessly pump water through leaking
nipples. In the bronze sculptures Sea of Nectar and Via
Lactea, two robust female forms cradle their breasts,
from which a never-ending flow of blueish-white liquid
streams, suggesting parallels between breastfeeding and
the elemental life force of water. The frequently present
pots, pans, brooms, and washbasins, as seen in Mammy
Machine, Breach, and Muddy Water (1998), also speak to
domesticity and so-called women’s work.
Saar’s focus on the quotidian nature of women’s lives
mirrors literary scholar and cultural historian Saidiya
Hartman’s examination of the Black female experience
in the early twentieth century, in the aftermath of slavery. In Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments: Intimate
Histories of Social Upheaval, Hartman traces the stories
of anonymous women who have been systematically excluded from history. She reconstructs their experiences,

attempting to redress “the violence of history [and] crafting a love letter to all those who had been harmed.”18
Hartman combs through historical archives and records,
finding what she calls “the entanglement of violence
and sexuality, care and exploitation” that continues “to
define the meaning of being black and female.”19 She
articulates the need for anonymous individuals to be
heard in discussions about “the Negro problem, modernity, global capitalism, police brutality, state killings,
and the Anthropocene” in the “long history of struggle,
the ceaseless practice of black radicalism and refusal,
the tumult and upheaval of open rebellion.”20 Saar’s
totems give the invisible bodies and hidden histories of
ordinary Black women powerful physical forms. Like
the young women Hartman writes about, Saar’s resilient figures represent the travails of their ancestors and
dream up a better future for all Black women. Exploring
both “the darkness and the light,”21 Saar's artworks
profoundly manifest what it means to exist here, in this
place, as an individual with unique and shared stories.
In addition to signifying the richness of Black
women’s experiences, Saar also challenges the existing
norms of their representation. Mis-representations
of the Black female body as subjugated and/or overtly
sexualized abound in art history. Edouard Manet’s
iconic Olympia (1865) offers a complex example. In the
painting, a Black female servant presents flowers to a
recumbent Caucasian nude courtesan, who self-assuredly meets the viewer’s gaze. Manet’s bold depictions
of working-class women, prostitutes in particular,
are credited with upending the nineteenth century’s

Sea of Nectar, 2008
Wood, ceiling tin, bronze, tar
68 × 24 × 32 in. (172.7 × 60.9 × 81.3 cm)
Collection of Dr. and Mrs. Richard J.
Feldman
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Mammy Machine (detail), 2012
Glass, rubber, found chain, washtub, water
76 × 36 × 24 ½ in. (193 × 91.4 × 62.2 cm)

idealized vision of womanhood, which took inspiration
from the Venus figures of ancient Greece and the nudes
of the Renaissance. While Olympia’s Black female
subject occupies a subservient role, art historian Denise
Murrell argues, in her ground-breaking book Posing
Modernity: The Black Model from Manet and Matisse
to Today, that the painting’s standing as a key work
of early modernism can only be fully understood by
looking at the agency of Laure, the Black model in the
painting (who reappears in multiple works by Manet).
Murrell asserts, “It is only when Manet’s Olympia is
seen as an emphatically bi-figural work, representing
issues of both gender and race as central to modern life,
that the extent and influence of Manet’s radical modernity can be most fully understood.”22 Laure formally
holds half of the canvas. In Manet’s delicate rendering
of her facial features and lace-trimmed pink gown,

he portrays her as a working-class Parisian of equal
standing with his white subject.
Saar is well versed in art history, and she makes it a
point to challenge traditional notions of the depiction
of women, particularly women of color. Her figures act
as autonomous agents of change, rather than passive
objects. In “Reclaiming Histories: Betye and Alison
Saar, Feminism, and the Representation of Black
Womanhood,” art historian Jessica Dallow contends
that Saar transforms the Black female nude from an
“exoticized object into a critical subject.”23 She states,
“Alison Saar . . . has returned to, and reconfigured, conventional tropes of the nude to emphasize the historical
importance of the visual arts in manipulating the female
body to construct racist ideology and justify racist practice.”24 For example, Saar’s sculptures Bitter Crop, Muddy
Water, and Sapphire reshape the smooth, “glistening
white . . . unproblematic . . . maidens” of Hellenistic Venus
figures, such as Hiram Power’s Neo-Classical Greek
Slave (1846), into “stalwart” Black goddesses.25 In Muddy
Water, Saar plays with the classic Venus Pudica pose,
in which a nude stands with one hand across her breast
and the other covering her genitals. Saar’s earth-toned
beauty with a blue-green patina bathes in a washbasin
with one hand covering her pubis and the other grazing
the chin of her tilted head. Here and elsewhere, Saar
“refut[es] the pacificity usually ascribed to the female
nude,” depicting Black female figures as bold, complex,
and totemic.26
Saar was included in the influential exhibition We
Wanted a Revolution: Black Radical Women 1965–85
(2017) at the Brooklyn Museum. In the accompanying
catalog, Catherine Morris and Rujeko Hockley describe
how Black women artists developed “significant and
purposeful approaches to art-making that reflected their
aesthetics, politics, and sociocultural priorities.”27 In her
essay on Betye and Alison Saar, Dallow observes how
the mother and daughter both question representations
of Black life and strive to more accurately reflect their
realities and politics. Dallow also emphasizes the impact
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Voluptuous Mummy, 1982
Wood, linen, leather, nails, and other objects
15 × 4 ½ × 3 ½ in.
(38.1 × 11.43 × 8.89 cm)
Collection of Jordan D. Schnitzer

on the younger Saar of her mother’s “negotiations within
the feminist and black consciousness movements” in the
1960s and 1970s. In the 1972 artwork The Liberation of
Aunt Jemima, the elder Saar reimagines the demeaning
stereotype of the “mammy” as a warrior with a broom
and rifle. Dallow also discusses how Betye Saar’s engagement with “spirituality, ancestry, and multiracial
identities” informed and shaped the younger Saar’s
work. Dallow argues that Alison Saar’s sculptures, while
autobiographical, “profoundly acknowledge the historical role of the body as a marker of identity.”28
In Murrell’s examination of “the art-historical marginalization” of Black artists and Black bodies in modernity, she finds an antidote in Black female artists of the
late twentieth century, for example Faith Ringgold and
Carrie Mae Weems. She discusses Ringgold’s monumental quilt paintings of the 1990s, which envision a “black
female presence at the heart of early modern art in the
West.”29 Ringgold’s paintings tell stories of the everyday
experiences of Black women, such as relaxing on a rooftop during the summer and enjoying dinner on a garden
patio with friends. Weems’s photographs and videos
narrate stories of familial and romantic relationships,
which delineate experiences with sexism, classism, and
social and cultural identity. Her iconic Kitchen Table
series (1990) depicts women enacting daily rituals, for
example an adult applying makeup in front of a mirror
with a young girl seated beside her, watching.

Saar’s narratives about the lives of Black woman are
interwoven with her personal history, and her rich
visual language originated in her childhood spent with
her artist parents, Richard and Betye Saar. Richard Saar
was a ceramicist and art conservator, and Betye Saar’s
well-known assemblages are inspired by Black history,
Haitian folklore, and Joseph Cornell’s surrealist boxes.
Saar explains how her experiences with her father
shaped her technique and vision:
[In his conservation studio, I was] suddenly allowed to touch objects that had long been admired
from outside the protective glass of museums and
galleries. I realized there was an exchange that occurred while holding a sculpture that was missed
with a visual viewing. That touch was essential to
fully experiencing the work. I thus began to teach
myself how to carve with tools borrowed from my
father’s studio. I was inspired by artists who created art to express a vision or to communicate spirit.
The process of carving, coarsely cutting with a
chainsaw, then refining features with a mallet
and chisel, is often a give and take with the wood
that seems to have its own will as to what will
eventually emerge. I learned to not force a specific
vision so much as to allow the figures to emerge
and become themselves . . . In my sculpture the
materials are essential to the power of the work.
I often seek out used materials that have potency
in either their alchemic properties or their history
of use in prior lives.30

Saar’s early sculpture Voluptuous Mummy reflects this
time spent in her father’s studio. Saar recollects, “By
doing restorations, I studied Greek statues, Giotto, Fra
Angelico and ended up specializing in pre-Columbian
and non-Western art. I learned to carve, to make my
own pigments, and got intrigued by the power of materials.”31 She made Voluptuous Mummy while assisting
him in remounting and lining paintings. She remembers
saving the scraps that he would remove from the broken
edges of the paintings that wrapped around the stretchers.
The curvaceous form of the compact sculpture is barely
visible beneath the wrappings of linen scraps, twine, and

Muddy Water, 1998
Copper and mixed media on wood, tin washtub
42 ¼ × 19 × 19 in. (107.9 × 48.3 × 48.3 cm)
Fowler Museum at UCLA

bits of found tin and leather. A mask, made in “the style
of the carved facial coverings in traditional Egyptian
mummies,”32 swings open to reveal the figure’s mosaic
face. Saar notes that in the early 1980s, she was “using a
mosaic technique in part as an homage to Simon Rodia’s
Watts Towers.”33 Rodia, an Italian immigrant and
construction worker, built the group of towers, some as
tall as one hundred feet, from 1921 to 1954 in South
Los Angeles. He constructed them by hand from his own
recipe of concrete, wire mesh, and found shards of
glass, pottery, china, and other materials. Merging
architecture and art, the sculptural structures are a landmark destination, and the site includes a community art
center that presents exhibitions and offers opportunities
for local residents to take classes and display their finished works. In the autobiographical timeline in this
volume, Saar notes that seeing the Watts Towers at
the age of three was the impetus for her career-long dedication to using cast-off materials.
While the story of Saar’s Laurel Canyon upbringing
is well documented, her time in Pasadena, California,
is less frequently discussed. Her mother grew up in
Pasadena, and Alison Saar’s grandmother had a house
in northwest Pasadena, near John Muir High School.
The family home was located not far from the Armory
Center for the Arts, and, years later, Saar’s daughter
Maddy took photography classes there. Throughout her
childhood, Saar remembers staying with her extended
family in Pasadena on holidays and summers, and she
recalls cooking with her grandmother. Saar also remembers her aunt “hot combing my hair, even though
I didn’t need it—my hair was looser, probably because

my dad was white, [she was] just trying to make us feel
like we were part of the gang.”34 In the artist’s newest
work (not in the exhibition), she takes found hot combs,
which are used to give kinky hair a smooth texture, and
adorns them with molded female figures.
After graduating from Fairfax High School in Los
Angeles in 1974, Saar attended Scripps College, in
Claremont, California, from 1974 to 1978. Art historian
and Scripps professor Mary MacNaughton observed
that Saar “learned about line from studying Leonardo
[da Vinci]’s drawings [and] absorbed knowledge of
Eastern and Western artistic techniques—from Chinese
lacquer to Italian fresco.”35 Saar acknowledges the
profound impact that her mentor Dr. Samella Lewis—
scholar, artist, collector, and Professor of Art History
at Scripps—had on her intellectual development as an
artist and thinker. Saar notes, “[Lewis] was a friend
of my parents and was largely responsible for my admission to Scripps, my studies in African art, and [my]
independent studies in Art of the African Diaspora
and Afro-Cuban art. I did an independent study on the
art of Haiti, and she just let me make up whatever
I wanted to do my course on! She would oversee it . . .
Self-taught African American artists were my main
focus while working with Samella.”36 Saar studied the
work of visionary rural artists of the Southern United
States, including William Edmundson, Minnie Evans,
Clementine Hunter, and Sister Gertrude Morgan. She
was inspired by their spirituality and use of everyday
materials: “I was fascinated by their talent for making
beautiful little worlds from cast-off objects and refuse,
as well as their inner drive to make art.”37
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Lewis also shared with Saar her interest in sculptor
and printmaker Elizabeth Catlett and sculptor Sargent
Johnson, and Saar remains passionate about these
artists today. She also notes how the core humanities
classes she took at Scripps College supported her
dual major studies in studio art and the art history of
non-Western cultures. She took classes on the art
of Mexico, China, and India, in addition to studies of
Greek and Roman art and mythology. Saar recalls Lewis
“blowing her mind during The Art of China course,
because she’s a Chinese scholar too and was fluent in
Mandarin.”38 Lewis had a huge influence on Saar’s early
focus on African art. One of the assignments Lewis
asked of her students was to curate an exhibition. Saar
helped curate a show on African art for the Williamson
Gallery at Scripps, for which she contributed an essay on
Yoruba Ile Ore (translated as house of the head) conical
headdresses. Saar had an epiphany: “The cowrie headdresses are talking about the head as the power spot, . . .
this idea that objects can be embodied with spirit and
that things like shells can have a certain potency . . . [T]he
libations that you give something, the feedings you give
sculptures, . . . basically [the sculptures are] living and
breathing in a certain way. I think all of that came out of
my studying with Samella Lewis. She’s just incredible.
Those ideas are echoed in the way I think about my
work today.”39
Other key moments for Saar at Scripps College
included her studies with Arthur Stevens in Greek and
Roman art history. There she discovered sculptures of
the goddess Aphrodite that continue to inspire her, and
she came to appreciate the solid, muscular figures of
Michelangelo. Saar’s striking use of line and form was
influenced by the graphic power of German Expressionist
Käthe Kollwitz’s prints, which convey the impact of
poverty and war on working-class women and children.
From Neda Al-Hilali, who taught in the fibers department, Saar learned how to work with multiple types of
nontraditional materials. Saar jokes about never taking
sculpture classes in Claremont, “because I was always
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in the basement with Neda . . . making handmade paper
forms [and] sewing quilted pieces.”40 These early paper
works comprised Saar’s senior thesis exhibition at Scripps
College. Saar also took foundation art classes from James
Fuller and printmaking classes from Paul Darrow. She
remembers examining the early twentieth-century works
by Mexican muralists at the colleges, including José
Clemente Orozco’s powerful Prometheus (1930), in Frary
Hall, at Pomona College. In Orozco’s vision, Prometheus
is an allegory for art that brings knowledge and enlightenment to the masses, and the work highlights his belief
in the power of Mexican muralism to transform society.
Saar also was familiar with Alfredo Ramos Martínez’s
The Flower Vendors (1946), which stretches across the
Margaret Fowler Garden at Scripps College. Martínez’s
stylized figures derive from his interest in pre-Colombian
art. At Pomona College, Saar made a short film influenced
by the collage techniques of artist Romare Bearden, who
used collage to reimagine the Black female nude.41 Murrell
discusses Bearden’s efforts to “manifest in art a ‘double
consciousness’ among Black Americans (as described by
W. E. B. Du Bois as a sense of ‘always looking at one’s self
through the eyes of others’).”42 Saar is currently working
on digitizing and restoring the untitled film.
After graduating from Scripps College in 1978, Saar
narrowed her focus to studio art. She received her MFA
from Otis Art Institute of Parsons School of Design in
Los Angeles in 1981, where she studied with peers Kerry
James Marshall and Luis Serrano, among others. At
Otis, Saar made a major transition into creating figurative sculptures from wood and other found materials.
Chiseled with the new set of carving tools that her father
gave her, Backyard Dog and Si J’étais Blanc (both 1981) are
rough-hewn wood forms that incorporate found objects,
such as shards of glass, tin, and nails. The sculptures of
this period also use the mosaic treatment of Voluptuous
Mummy. “The first piece,” Saar says, “was called Si J’étais
Blanc. It was from the Josephine Baker song, ‘If I Were
White’ [‘Si J’étais Blanche’]. It was a small boy . . . sitting
in a chair. His chest opened up, and inside was all this

21

Alison Saar’s Radical Art of Sustenance

broken glass. His skin is really dark. Actually, it’s almost
blue. It’s about this guy who would have different opportunities and things, if he were white—just like the song.
But it’s a kind of self-pitying thing too.”43 These works
were exhibited in Saar’s first solo show, Alison Saar,
Sculpture, which took place in 1982 at Baum Silverman
Gallery in Los Angeles.
In 1982 Saar moved to New York. She later received the artist-in-residence fellowship at the Studio
Museum in Harlem, where she developed her signature
style of larger-than-life figurative sculptures of female
and male forms. In New York, she also solidified her
interest in found materials. During her Studio Museum
residency, Saar carried home on the subway bundles of
tin ceiling tiles she found when the local brownstone
buildings were torn down. She recalls thinking, “[The]
tiles had witnessed so much history . . . and [they]
offered a tough, protective skin” for her figures.44 The
oxidized ceiling tins that cover Breach and Sea of Nectar
give the figures dark, rich complexions, and their
striated texture lends an impression of armor.
As the scale of Saar’s work increased, she began to
consider working in the public arena. Her first public
commission was Hear the Lone Whistle Moan (1991) at
the 125th Street Metro-North train station in Harlem,
New York. This multi-part, bronze outdoor work along
the commuter rail line represented Saar’s first experience with bronze casting and her first in-depth consideration of place and site in her practice. Upon receiving
the commission, Saar immediately conceived of the idea
of two figures on the platform at different intersections
of their lives in relation to New York City. She made
three bronze bas-relief grille panels. Two, located on the
platform, depict travelers; a third, at the top of the stairs,
represents a train conductor. The stylized figures are
silhouetted against patterned backdrops reminiscent of
intricate wrought ironwork. In the artist's words:
The female figure on the city-bound platform is
full of hope and aspirations to move up in the

world. She is depicted surrounded by objects and
offerings to the Haitian spirit Erzulie Freda, a
voodoo goddess of love, evoking success and luxury. The male figure represents the Yoruba spirit
Eshu, the guardian of the crossroads, symbolizing
change and choices. He is dressed in a suit and
carrying a briefcase to show the influence and success he has achieved in the city, and now, standing
on the outbound platform, he is poised to take
another path. 45

Knowing the wait for the train could be long and cold,
Saar wanted the work to “be both intriguing for people
passing through on the train and engaging on an intimate level. I wanted the waiting passengers to come to
the works, find the objects, and use those clues to create
a narrative for the figures. Then they could compare
their narratives to their own experiences in arriving in
or leaving the city.”46
For Saar, public commissions offer an opportunity
to prominently represent invisible bodies and hidden
histories. Nocturne Navigator (1998), located in the
Columbus Museum of Art, in Columbus, Ohio, is a
twelve-foot-tall, deep blue spirit figure with palms
facing up and tiny neon lights sparkling in her giant,
floor-length skirt. She represents all “whose stories
have been erased” and is a “constellation spirit as a
benevolent guide for all those who followed the North
Star to freedom,”47 escaping the horrors of slavery in
the South via the underground railroad. Standing in the
central courtyard of the California Endowment, in Los
Angeles, Conjure (2006) is a bronze figure whose hair
falls in a tangle of wild roots cascading into the earth
beneath her. Saar portrays this root healer standing
upright, with a basket used for gathering medicinal
plants in her hands. She “intentionally depicted her
features so she could be perceived as Asian American,
Native American, Hispanic American, or African
American.”48 Swing Low: Harriet Tubman Memorial
(2007) portrays abolitionist organizer and underground
railroad conductor Harriet Tubman. Located in Harriet
Tubman Square, in Harlem, the thirteen-foot-tall bronze
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Embodied, 2014
Cast bronze
168 � 72 � 62 in. (426.7 � 182.8 � 157.5 cm)
Los Angeles County Hall of Justice

and granite sculpture is the first public monument to
a Black woman in New York City. Striding forward,
her sea-green skirt is embellished with portraits of the
fugitive passengers of the Underground Railroad and
objects they carried with them, including cowry shells,
medicine bottles, time pieces, shoe soles, and broken
manacles. Gnarled, intertwined roots trailing behind
Swing Low suggest Tubman’s efforts to uproot the system
of slavery. Installed at the Los Angeles County Hall of
Justice, Embodied (2014), a fourteen-foot-tall cast bronze
sculpture, inhabits the ethos of justice: she brandishes a
book of law in her right hand while a dove alights on her
raised left hand. Saar imprinted words evoking “justice”
on the figure’s gown in the multitude of languages spoken in Southern California, including Chinese, English,
Japanese, Korean, Spanish, Tagalog, and Vietnamese.
Saar’s choice to work with bronze for Embodied and her
other public sculptures is significant. As scholar Ulrich
Baer points out, many contemporary artists of color
“cast the creations of their imagination in bronze, stone
and iron” in order to stake a permanent, revisionary
claim on history.49
To date, Saar has completed over a dozen public commissions in the United States. In 2020, she completed
her most recent, Imbue, for the courtyard of the Benton
Museum of Art at Pomona College. The twelve-foot-tall
figure of cast bronze with an aquamarine patina carries
a tower of basins and vessels on her head while pouring

bronze “water” from a bucket onto a wash of river rocks
planted with native flora. While researching the history
of the Pomona College site, Saar observed that the campus was once part of the natural San Antonio alluvial
plain, which was prone to periodic flooding. A major
flood in 1938 resulted in the construction of the San
Antonio Dam and culvert to direct water away from the
campus and neighboring community. When the colleges
and the city of Claremont grew, they built upon and
paved over this native plain. As with Saar’s research on
the calamitous aftermaths of Hurricane Katrina and the
Great Mississippi Flood, which led to her Breach works,
she again considered humans’ complex relationships
with water. Specifically, she pondered “the dualities of
rivers, both the nourishing aspect and the dangerous
part.” She noted, “In California, water is always this
thing that we want and need, . . . [yet] rivers jump their
banks and wreak havoc.”50 Her research led her to look
at the role of water spirits in different cultures.
Imbue is the embodiment of Yemaja, the Yoruba
goddess of all waters, childbirth, and rivers, and
mother of all living things. Yemaja—also called Yemaya,
Yama-Ya, and Mami Wata (Mother Water)—can be
found throughout Africa and the Americas. She is the
protector of women and children and has cleansing and
healing attributes. In Mami Wata: Arts for Water Spirits
in Africa and Its Diasporas, African and African diasporic arts historian Henry John Drewal discusses how
Saar is “guided by water guardians, Yemaja and Mami
Wata.”51 Saar has depicted Yemaja before, in the installation Afro-di(e)ty (2000), where the heroine stands six
feet tall in a bucket of “water” composed of a mosaic
of broken mirrors. Behind her, a digital print of an
underwater constellation of cowrie shells, starfish, and
sand dollars hangs from a clothesline. Bleached coral
polyps compose her hair. One hand holds a mirror, and
from the palm of the other flows hand-dyed blue cotton
fabric that weaves around water-filled basins balanced
on piles of salt. Looking closely into a mirror nestled in
the sculpture’s abdomen, one can see oneself reflected

in her womb, highlighting Yemaja’s maternal role. Saar
says she made the work, which was first presented at the
Getty Center, in Los Angeles, “in response to the Getty’s
Hercules sculpture, which features the Greek hero holding a golden fleece and wielding a large club. I wanted to
counter with . . . Yemaja, and her power through peaceful
and healing ‘tools,’ in contrast to the male aggressive
nature of Hercules.”52
Drewal notes that Saar also employs “the fiery powers of Ogun (since she employs iron and other metals).”
Thus her works evoke “the cleansing, cooling power
of water as well as the purifying power of fire and the
forge.”53 Alluding to Imbue’s female figure staunchly balancing a stack of pots and pans on her head, he explains
that, for Saar, these basins are meant for water and,
when placed on the figure’s head “suggest the lave-tete
(a head purification rite from Haitian Vodou), which purifies, empowers, and spiritually balances the person.”54
Eve Sandler writes in her poem-prayer, “Mami Wata
Crossing“ (1999):
Mami Wata
African mermaid/goddess/siren
Her nature
Snatch you up
If you not careful
Who can live without water
Mami Wati/Olokun/Yemeja/Oshun
African mermaids converge
swim with fish women
sing to you
Wooden carvings
on the bows of tall ships
bound to cross over

Imbue was unveiled at a moment in which public monuments were being hotly contested in city centers and
college campuses around the United States and at historical sites globally. In “What Do We Want History to
Do to Us?,” writer Zadie Smith outlines the challenge
of public art: what—and for whom—to monumentalize,
memorialize, and honor.56 She writes:
Public art claiming to represent our collective
memory is just as often a work of historical erasure and political manipulation. It is just as often
the violent inscription of myth over truth, a form
of “over-writing”—one story overlaid and thus obscuring another—modeled in three dimensions. In
the United States, we speak of this. Discussions of
power and erasure as they relate to monuments are
by now well under way. The astonishing, ongoing
absence of public markers of the slave trade, for
example—of landing sites and auction blocks, of
lynchings and massacres—is a matter of frequent
public discussion, debate, and (partial) correction,
albeit four hundred years after the first enslaved
peoples landed on American shores.57

Other scholars and historians in recent years have
questioned the merits and fate of statues that celebrate
controversial historical figures, often Confederate, in
the United States, and imperialist, in Europe. In 2018,
the student government of California State University
Long Beach passed a resolution to retire its mascot
Prospector Pete (officially named The Forty-Niner Man)

Mami Wata
wash your trouble
swim
siren song
embrace wood
and flesh
the water . . . 55

Afro-di(e)ty, 2000
Mixed-media installation
Dimensions variable
Collection of H. Allen Evans
and Anna Rosicka
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and disassociate the college completely from the state’s
gold rush era. According to the Los Angeles Times, the
resolution officially declared: “Multiple scholars have
cited the California Prospectors, also known as the
49ers, as culpable in violent and genocidal acts against
the indigenous people of California. Prospectors in
California perpetuated colonization, white supremacy,
racism and exclusion ideals not only against indigenous
American communities, but also women, people of color
and non-Protestant communities.58 Other instances
abound.59 In August 2017, The New York Times published
a list of all the Confederate monuments that have either
been removed in recent years or are under discussion for
removal, most in the Southern United States.60
At the same time, the two years leading up to the
installation of Saar’s Imbue have seen a marked increase
in high-profile public commissions by Black women
artists at prominent sites in the United States and the
United Kingdom. Simone Leigh’s Brick House (2019),
a sixteen-foot-tall bronze bust of a Black female figure, boldly occupies the High Line in New York City;
Wangechi Mutu’s four seated women of The NewOnes,
will free Us (2019) grace pedestals along the façade of
the venerable Metropolitan Museum of Art; and, in the
massive Turbine Hall of London’s Tate Modern, Kara
Walker critiques empire with Fons Americanus (2019), a
forty-foot-tall white plaster fountain embellished with
depictions of the horrors of the slave trade, which acts
as a subversive counterpart to Buckingham Palace’s
memorial to Queen Victoria. The powerful everywomen
of Saar’s, Leigh’s, Mutu’s, and Walker’s compelling
public commissions answer Saidiya Hartman’s call for
expressing “the beauty of the black ordinary, the beauty
that resides in and animates the determination to live
free, the beauty that propels the experiments in living
otherwise.”61 In this new vision, public sculptures offer
a multi-perspectival vision of history that “fills the deliberate gaps and distortions in the historical record not to
establish an absolute truth but to use the past as a means
for forging a more just future.” 62 Their works claim
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space for Black female bodies in public space, including
on college campuses, in public parks, and at museums.
For over forty years, Alison Saar’s fundamental
project has been to create an alternative vision to the
racialized imaginary of the United States by presenting
ordinary Black individuals as dynamic agents of their
own lives. bell hooks declares, “Saar’s poetics of soul is
situated within the context of everyday life, for it is there
that our spirits dwell and stand in need of comfort and
shelter.”63 Indeed, Saar weaves body and spirit, aether
and earth, and private and public together in profound
works that offer shelter from the storm and comfort
from the tragedies of injustice. Saar’s sculptures stand
strong as talismans and protective totems—as eloquent
monuments to hope.
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Voluptuous Mummy, 1982
Wood, linen, leather, nails, other objects
15 × 4½ × 3½ in. (38.1 × 11.43 × 8.89 cm)
Collection of Jordan D. Schnitzer

Sapphire, 1985
Wood, shards, electric lights, mixed media
28 × 31 × 10 in. (71.1 × 78.7 × 25.4 cm)
Detail on following spread
Collection of Gai Gherardi and Rhonda Saboff

Scar Song, 1989
Wood, found copper repoussé, ceiling tin
76 × 24 × 24 in. (193 × 60.9 × 60.9 cm)
Collection of Robert MacLeod

Conked, 1997
Wood, paint, ceiling tin, wire
28 × 28 ½ × 19 ½ in. (71.1 × 72.4 × 49.5 cm)
Eileen Harris Norton Collection

Blonde Dreams, 1997
Wood, tar, gold leaf, rope
95 ½ × 7 × 6 in. (242.6 × 17.8 × 15.2 cm)
Eileen Harris Norton Collection

Blue Bird, 2002
Wood, copper, chair
64 × 74 × 36 in. (162.6 × 187.9 × 91.4 cm)
Gerald and Anita Smith Family Collection

perched

Evie Shockley

i am black, comely,
a girl on the cusp of desire.
my dangling toes take the rest
the rest of my body refuses. spine upright,
my pose proposes anticipation. i poise
in copper-colored tension, intent on
manifesting my soul in the discouraging world.

under the rough eyes of others, i stiffen.

if i must be hard, it will be as a tree, alive
with change. inside me, a love of beauty rises
like sap, sprouts from my scalp
and stretches forth. i send out my song, an aria
blue and feathered, and grow toward it,
choirs bare, but soon to bud. i am
black and becoming.

— after Alison Saar’s Blue Bird

Inheritance, 2003
Tin, wire, muslin, wood, acrylics
71 × 28 × 28 in. (180.3 × 71.2 × 71.2 cm)
Collection of H. Allen Evans and Anna Rosicka

Undertow, 2004
Wood, wire, bottles, copper
45 × 12 × 9 in. (114.3 × 30.5 × 22.9 cm)
Alternative view on following page
Collection of Lois and Richard Neiter

Sea of Serenity, 2007
Wood, copper, ceiling tin
72 × 24 × 24 in. (182.9 × 60.9 × 60.9 cm)
Detail on following spread

Sea of Nectar, 2008
Wood, ceiling tin, bronze, tar
68 × 24 × 32 in. (172.7 × 60.9 × 81.3 cm)
Detail on following spread
Collection of Dr. and Mrs. Richard J. Feldman

Brood, 2008
Found children’s chairs, fiberglass, bronze
98 × 20 × 20 in. (248.9 × 50.8 × 50.8 cm)
Detail on following page
Collection of Gary and Kathi Cypres

En Pointe, 2011
Wood, bronze, rope, graphite
98 � 48 � 30 in. (248.9 � 121.9 � 76.2 cm)
Detail on following page

Mammy Machine, 2012
Glass, rubber, found chain, washtub, water
76 × 36 × 24 ½ in. (193 × 91.4 × 62.2 cm)

Between What
We See

The following conversation started at the artist’s home
in the Los Angeles neighborhood of Laurel Canyon, on
September 19, 2019, and continued during phone calls and
emails thereafter. It has been edited for clarity and flow.

IRENE TSATSOS You’ve produced so much work,
and it is extraordinarily wide ranging. As Rebecca
[McGrew, exhibition cocurator] and I started
to plan your show, it was exciting yet daunting.
We saw a strong through line in the narratives and
temporality of the work and in its foundational
properties of materiality, gender, and race. We
wanted to explore these grounding themes further,
which led us to alchemy and the elements of
earth, air, fire, water, and aether. We organized the
exhibition around these five elements, focusing
on a selection of your sculptures that were made
over the past forty years and depict female forms
in states of resistance or transformation.
ALISON SAAR For the subtitle, Of Aether and Earthe,
I was thinking of grounded, as in dirt and earth,
those things dealing with our ties to reality and
nature. Natural materials are present in pretty much
all of the work. I know you said “transformation,”
but the Aether works are more from a realm outside
of nature. All of my works run along similar tracks
in terms of looking at the female body through the
lenses of gender politics and racial politics. What
consistently crop up are the ties to nature. I’m really
attuned to that; it’s always been crucial.
Some of the pieces in Of Aether and Earthe came
out of looking at natural spirits that were also transatlantic spirits, travelers of the Middle Passage. I
prefer to embrace a narrative that takes the power
out of the hands of white slave buyers, sellers, and
traffickers and looks at how slaves found their footing once they were brought to the United States.
Some of the first things they connected with were
within the American landscape—places to escape

Alison Saar and Irene Tsatsos
in Conversation

to and diasporic water deities in the rivers or
on the coast.
IT I caught the end of an interview with Ta-Nehisi
Coates today. He was talking about his new novel,
The Water Dancer.
AS Yes, I guess I caught not even the tail of it, because
I just heard, “And that was Ta-Nehisi Coates!” I have
to go back and listen to it.
IT He talked about the construction of a new social
or cultural space without a negation of the place
prior. You’ve spoken about your work evoking
ephemeral qualities and about essence and spirit,
and a moment ago you were talking about the
Atlantic Crossing—a very material and physical
movement from one place to another against the will
of a people who nevertheless find a way to establish
a new life and be grounded in this new place.
AS I find an overlap between African diasporic
practices and the mythologies of Western and non-
Western cultures. Rather than subscribe specifically
to Candomblé, Santeria, Christianity, Judaism, or
any kind of established system, I prefer to see how
these kinds of components—spirits, deities—run
through all of those cultures. I try to recognize them
whenever I see them. [Laughs.]
People are always asking, “Do you practice
Santeria, or do you practice Candomblé?” I may
go to a Candomblé reader, but I’ll also talk to
my astrologer, who comes from a perspective of
Chinese medicine and Chinese mythology. And,
you know, my schooling at the Claremont Colleges
was focused on the humanities—Greco-Roman
mythology and that sort of thing. I see correlations
between mythologies from all over the world.
My interest is specifically in how diasporic
deities came here. Often they bear the masks of
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Wrath of Topsy, 2018
Wood, ceiling tin, wire, bronze, tar
36 × 33 × 27 in. (91.4 × 83.8 × 68.6 cm)
Collection of Beth Rudin DeWoody

Catholicism or of other cultures, but they’re still the
same folks. They just come under different names.
That’s my personal connection. There are two deities that I keep coming back to. One is Ogun, who is
a wielder of iron, a blacksmith. Part of my working
process is bending metal and using chainsaws
and sharp tools, and that’s a real aggressive sort
of energy. And I am attracted to Yemaja and Mami
Wata, both water deities. The creative process is
fluid and watery. I like the idea of changing people’s
minds through slowly running things past them,
the way water slowly erodes a stone or a rock. As
an artist and as a mother—as someone who
has created and procreated—that helps me keep
my balance and sanity. Ogun is very hot and Yemaja
is very cool; I think they’re ballasts for me. I live
in two houses, I guess. [Laughs.] I wouldn’t necessarily say I’m a devotee, but I definitely give them
my respect and recognition.
IT

And you have astrological readings.
AS

I had one this morning, as a matter of fact.

I was exchanging messages with Camille [T.
Dungy] about this interview, and she said of you:
“I’m curious about the ways that she has worked
to unbind herself from the kinds of restrictions
that life can place on an artist, so that she’s been
able to manage to continue to work, even when
it felt unpromising . . . If she [does] pause . . . , what
rekindles her?”
IT

That’s a good question. Typically, for many
artists, you create a body of work and you do a
show. You’ve got this idea and, once it’s played
out, you think, “Now what, what’s next?” You feel
like you’re back in this barren desert of ideas, and
it is a struggle. Sometimes something will crop up,
maybe just a sound. So much of my work lately
AS

has been stemming from the news and trying to
respond to all of the horrors out there. Usually, I’m
trying not to respond in anger. But with the exhibition Topsy Turvy (2018), I couldn’t not respond
in anger. I was enraged by the constant news of
Black men, women, and even children being murdered by law enforcement, and the general vitriolic
climate in the United States.
In the prior exhibition, Breach, I was responding
to the devastation of Hurricane Katrina within the
history of floods—including the Great Mississippi
Flood of 1927—and how all of those things were
repeated in terms of how people of color and the
poor were basically left to fend for themselves.
The horror stories of Katrina, of bodies floating for
weeks in the streets, the inhumane conditions at
the Dome, and then the way the city, fema [Federal
Emergency Management Agency], and the country
dealt with all of that, I was trying to push it out
of the way. Following Katrina, in the scope of eight
years or so, my thoughts turned to looking at
what it means to live on the water’s edge—your
relationship with water, how you survive its wrath,
and how it enriches you—and understanding the
dualities of rivers, both the nourishing aspect and
the dangerous part of the equation. I then began
to look at the role of water spirits in this rage. We
love rivers, especially here in California, where
water is always this thing that we want and need.

“This piece means that.” That’s just what one guy
told them that one day. It could mean something
totally different on another day. It can evolve or
have multiple meanings. That’s why I really embrace
people like [the American historian] Robert Farris
Thompson, who says, “You can’t really say what this
piece is about, but I can perform it.” Or, “It’s this and
that, and it’s Miles Davis.” It’s not a stationary thing.
I don’t subscribe to any one specific, didactic
way of how the work has to be seen or interpreted.
I keep it fairly open, which I think irks some people
to no end. The artwork becomes different things at
different times and for different people, and it can
morph into whatever it needs to be at that moment.
We can talk about transcending, I guess, that’s part
of it too. Artworks are very liquid in terms of how
they accumulate meaning. Artists make something
with one intention, and it takes on a patina of how
people perceive it, sometimes completely overshadowing the artist’s original intent.

But then, in other places, rivers jump their banks
and wreak havoc.
I am always trying to take that anger, turn it
around, and somehow put that control back in our
hands. That’s the cycle. What often starts out as
anger eventually becomes, for me, not so much
a healing but a way to look at what is happening as
survivable, the idea that we can somehow push past
the difficulties. And then, something else will piss
me off, and I’ll have to start the whole cycle all over
again. Sometimes works take me back to works
I did when I was in my twenties. I feel like I’m still
trying to resolve some of the same issues.
IT I find that that I am drawn to your work viscerally. Then, as I look at it, something pointed about
a specific political or social condition is revealed.
What may strike me initially as personal or dreamlike may become an outward expression of rage,
desire, or grief.
AS Pieces that I made in the eighties, when I first
came out of school, meant one thing to me then.
When I had a family, the meaning changed. The
work didn’t change. The work is still materially the
same. But my perception of what that work is about
changed as my perception of the world changed
and I had different experiences. There isn’t one
specific meaning.
That also goes back to looking at African art and
how all these European African historians are saying,

IT

Has that happened to you?
AS

IT

What, critics saying something and then . . . ?

Yes.
AS I did all of those upside-down hanging figures,
such as Strange Fruit (1995) and En Pointe (2011),
and people kept on calling them lynchings. They’re
not lynchings, in my eyes. I call them self-lynchings.
It’s about surrendering to forces. That’s why they’re
hanging in limbo. How do you expect people to treat
you respectfully, or how can you find happiness
in yourself, if you don’t believe in yourself? That
is what those pieces are. All those figures hanging
upside down have either a sense of apathy or
are aspiring towards things outside of themselves.
They are giving up aspects of themselves to fit
into a more Western or successful bourgeois ideal.

En Pointe, 2011
Wood, bronze, rope, graphite
98 � 48 � 30 in. (248.9 � 121.9 � 76.2 cm)
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Undone, 2012
Fiberglass, fabric, aluminum, found bottles,
found chair
198 × 72 × 60 in. (502.9 × 182.9 × 152.4 cm)
Tia Collection, Santa Fe, NM

I find it heartbreaking the way the figures are
totally suspended and immobilized.
IT

IT

she’s kind of suspended by her milk. She looks like
she’s floating. It is easy to do those things in drawings and paintings, but something has to actually
hold the damn thing up in sculptures.

Yet she’s still constrained.

Yes. She’s bound by her umbilical cord. You
can’t really tell unless you’re looking close. The
umbilical cord comes from her belly button but then
goes back into her vagina, so she’s birthing herself,
in a weird sort of way.
AS

Right. They can’t push forward because that’s not
who they are. So that’s how those things get misconstrued. “Oh, this woman’s being lynched.” No, it’s
really not about lynchings. Again, it’s about putting
the ball back in our court and saying, as African
Americans, we have the power to push beyond those
obstacles and constraints we put on ourselves.
AS

IT

IT I am curious about the technology of your
works and how deceptively rough-hewn they appear. They require some really intense fabrication
and refinement.

That’s gorgeous.

It’s kind of creepy. And because it’s made out of
paper, she’s translucent. So, it’s also about being
empty and shell-like, and not fully formed yet.
AS

IT

Rouse [2012] also depicts constraints.
AS Rouse was part of the transition from [my daughter] Maddy to me. Initially, when I was creating this
figure, I thought, this is my child that I’m putting out
in this world. She’s an adult. But then I realized,
oh, maybe this is a self-portrait. She’s got all these
antler sheds that denote the amount of time it takes
to rear a child. And when the child moves on, all of
a sudden we have to remake ourselves, because our
role as a mother has drastically changed.
It’s not like I was ever a stay-at-home mom.
[Laughs.] But, my children were my ballast. I
know it was a pain in the ass to pick them up from
school, pick them up from the train station, and fret
about them 24/7. (Well, that last one doesn’t go
away.) They’re so much of who you are and how
you run your life. When that is stripped away from
your immediate day-to-day goings on, then you’re
left thinking, well, who am I? I said to myself, this
is an opportunity to become somebody else. But
I couldn’t figure out who that was, so instead, the
figure in Rouse is still supporting another self in her
nest. I think of it as when insects come out of their
cocoons or are in their pupa stage. They’re still soft,
translucent, and not fully formed. So, it’s an adult
figure that’s not fully formed. She’s metamorphosing
into something else, but I’m still curious as to who
or what that’s going to be.

a matter of whether they’re worth pursuing
or whether you just move on to other things.
That’s really what Undone is about.

Yes, she’s fragile. Even if she were to try to get
down on her own, that would be treacherous, with
all of those antler sheds.
IT

I’m struck by the dualities in your work.
Sometimes dualities can close things down, but in
your case, they open things up. Your work synchronizes the tensions or conflicts between earthly
materiality and intangible mystery.
IT

We have to protect these nubile selves, because
we don’t know if they can fend for themselves yet.
The form is embryonic. She’s curled up, fetal-like.
AS

IT Yes, she could be unfurling, or she could be
staying put.

Yes, right. To rouse is to rise up, to pull up and
pull out. In hunting, rousing is to beat something out
of the bush. It’s not so much to resurrect but rather
to bring things into view.
AS

IT

Bring it forth.
AS Yes, bring it forth, exactly. Undone (2012) is
along a similar vein. The many bottles represent all
those back-burner things that we thought we would
get back to. Do they merit going back, or are they
rotting in those bottles? Whether they’re enriching
and becoming a magic elixir, fermenting in a good
way, is hard to say. It’s the anticipation of all those
things we wanted to do. They’re still there. It’s just

I’m self-taught as a sculptor. I didn’t take any
sculpture classes, which is sometimes painfully
evident in the figurative works. They’re all a little
wonky. Most of the materials come out of practicality
in terms of what I could find. When I moved to New
York, I was really broke. All those materials just came
off of the streets. What I liked about doing carvings
was that I could make them out of found wood. For
example, Brood (2008) is made of chairs that are
screwed together. And I was going to put the figure
there on top. Then I thought to myself, I can’t make
this out of wood, because it’s going to be really top
heavy, and it’s going to fall over and kill someone.
Then I had to start thinking about what other materials I could use. Brood was one of the first things
I did in fiberglass. The figure is fairly light. I don’t love
fiberglass. It’s environmentally toxic and bad for the
body. But I wanted the sculpture to be able to exist.
I did a couple of pieces with fiberglass, but I’m trying
to avoid exposing myself to chemicals that will kill me
and to not put that toxic stuff out in the world.
AS

AS I think that there is always more than what we see
or what we perceive. On the surface, you may think
you know something or understand something, but
the reality can be something completely different. Or
it can be both things simultaneously. Everyone wants
everyone else to be singular and to fit into whatever
sort of assignment that they want them to fit into. But
we’re capable of being many things at once.
Deluge (2016) almost looks like an inverted
tornado. It’s this wild, wrathful spirit that can be
dangerous. When I started making her, she was
going to be on a table with her hair falling over.
But when I tried to move her, she just stood up on
the ends of her hair, by herself. Then I had to fix it
so she wouldn’t fall over on anyone. I attempted to
make her weightless. I like this idea of weightlessness. The same with Via Lactea (2013), too, where

Brood, 2008
Found children’s chairs, fiberglass, bronze
98 × 20 × 20 in. (248.9 × 50.8 × 50.8 cm)
Collection of Gary and Kathi Cypres
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Later, I found out I could make papier-mâché
figures. Rouse is basically papier-mâché. Actually,
she’s the mold from Undone, the seated figure.
It’s paper, really thin rice paper, and glue. When I
pulled it out of the mold, I was able to cut it and reshape it, so it’s kind of more fetal as opposed to sitting on a chair. Both Undone and Rouse are talking
about being unformed and a sense of fragility. So
the papier-mâché seemed perfect. I like doing those
because they can be shells and they’re really light.
They’re fragile, but not as fragile as something like
glass, which is really terrible.
IT I recall hearing you say that the materials
speak to you; you find them and then you find an
application for them. In an essay on your artwork,
bell hooks notes your idea about the memory and
the experience of the materials you work with. And
you have spoken about finding materials that have
histories and have seen or experienced something
more than you have.
AS When I was in New York, it was great. I could always find wood on the street, and I would just drag
it home. Wood is also a very practical material. It’s
easy to carve. I have the tools; I don’t need to have
other people fabricate it for me. I love that the wood
I use had a life and a history. It’s not completely
malleable, there’s some resistance to my hand. I like
this bucking back, this struggle.
Also, I like the idea that the woods that I work with
are farm raised. They don’t come out of rainforests.
They’re not rare woods or hardwoods that take a
gazillion years to grow. I’m trying to be somewhat responsible with my use of materials, but, unfortunately,
finding used lumber in Los Angeles is a challenge.
With the paintings that are done on found materials, the materials themselves contribute to the
content of the work. For example, Breach (study)
(2016) is drawn on a seed sack, the same type of

seed sacks that could have been used for shoring
up the levees, as sandbags, basically. A lot of the
seed sacks are really old, probably from the thirties
or forties. They actually could have been from the
time [of the Great Mississippi Flood of 1927].
Other works are collages, a combination of seed
sacks, flour sacks, denim, and mattress ticking.
Some of the materials are old. Some of them are
really old. A lot of them are just personal castoffs.
Tom [Leeser, Saar’s husband] threw away his jeans
last week. I took them apart and turned them into
something else. [Laughs.]
When I was coming out of art school, I realized
what it cost to buy a sheet of Rives or a roll of
Stonehenge—oh, my god, $200. That’s a lot of
money for paper! And it was so perfect and pristine.
It had no life to it. It felt totally dead to me. It was so
daunting to put money out like that because I wasn’t
necessarily selling all the work to get that money
back. Whenever I did sell work, that usually went
towards rent. It was hard. I think being able to use
found materials gave me a lot of freedom in terms
of making things big, or making whatever l wanted,
because I didn’t have an investment in the materials.
It allowed for more experimentation.
Even though I had six years of school and art training, a lot of that was art history. I didn’t go to drawing
classes. I worked in fiber for all of my undergraduate
work, not in sculpture. Then in grad school, you
know how that’s completely useless, because they
don’t teach you anything, really. [Laughs.] I mean,
they teach you ideas. But technique is no longer
part of the curriculum. So, I am constantly inventing
and figuring out as I go. Sometimes I think it is really
embarrassing that I can’t draw, and sometimes a
figure’s head is four inches to one side and her
shoulders aren’t centered, stuff like that. But then,
in other ways, it has character and is not bound to
reality. Her hands can be way too large, and that says
something about who she is and what she does with
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those hands. Maddy saw Set to Simmer (2019) at
the studio the other day. I said, “I think her butt’s too
big.” She said, “Mom, there’s no such thing as a butt
being too big.” [Laughs]
Sometimes I make prints because there’s something that I dislike about the sculpture. Or if there is
something I feel is a small failure, I can correct it or
reimagine it in the prints. I feel I have a bit more control over the printmaking process, maybe not always,
but it’s definitely easier than making the sculptures.
IT For the Armory, you’re producing a new work,
called Hygiea (2020), which includes found
glass elements as well as objects you made during
a residency at Pilchuck Glass School, in 2012.

For the past decade, I have been collecting old light
bulbs, bottles, and glass jugs. I wasn’t sure where
they would lead me, but Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man
kept coming to mind, and the issue of being unseen.
I was also thinking about James Hampton’s visionary artwork The Throne of the Third Heaven of the
Nations’ Millennium General Assembly (circa 1950–
64) and the story of Oseola McCarty, a washerwoman who donated her life savings to scholarships
to the University of Southern Mississippi. Hygiea took
form as a way of bringing the largely invisible efforts
of janitors, domestic workers, and charwomen into
the light. I had the idea of transforming the Armory’s
former munitions vault into a “cleansing closet” illuminated with a galaxy of lights and hanging bottles.
Hygiea, the Greek personification of cleanliness and
health, holds a double-headed broom intended for

sweeping away not only dirt but also sickness and
malignant spirits. This piece now seems all too necessary, with the advent of the COVID-19 pandemic.
I see it as a monument to all those who labor and
risk their lives cleaning, maintaining, and healing in
the midst of this crisis.
What I love about working with glass is that it is
basically sand that has gotten really hot and turned
into something completely unlike sand. It’s transparent and waterproof and insoluble. It can change
again. Just by heating it up, it becomes liquid. I just
think it’s magical, this material. I have a similar attraction to clay, because it’s basically dirt, and then
it becomes something sintered and solid. It’s strong
and impermeable, but also very fragile. Again, it
brings up these funny dualities that are interesting
to me in my work and in my life.
When I was working with glass, I took to the
notion of alchemy and the origins of glass. I like
the associations of glass with magic and as being
containers for distillations. I’m interested in looking
at the alchemist and how life has this parallel of
fermentation and distillation, and then the balsamic
phase. This was also in my reading this morning.
Sorry! I may have had a different conversation with
you if I hadn’t had my reading with my astrologer
this morning. But this notion of the balsamic stages,
where you get to the actual essence, that’s what
the real stuff is. That is sometimes equated with the
spirit. I was interested in glass’s role in that history
and in glass’s ability to contain things but not conceal them. It has played roles in medicine, booze,
and chemistry—all those things.
That’s what got me started on the idea of the exhibition as getting to the essence of something—the
essence being the truth. Truth is a pretty slippery
word, especially in these days. But it’s the struggle
to cut away all the excess, remove all the extraneous fluids or irrelevant thoughts, and get down to
what is really essential.

Set to Simmer, 2019
Wood, ceiling tin, barbwire, found table,
found chair, found skillet
65 � 72 � 52 in. (165.1 � 182.9 � 132.1 cm)
Collection of Jordan D. Schnitzer

Rouse, 2012
Wood, bronze, fiberglass, antler sheds, paper
90 × 76 × 73 in. (228.6 × 193 × 185.4 cm)
Detail on following spread

Alison Saar: STILL. . ., installation view, Ben Maltz
Gallery, Otis College of Art and Design, Los Angeles,
2012. From left to right: Hankerin’ Heart: Gimpy
(2012), En Pointe (2011), Hankerin’ Heart: Hincty (2012),
Undone (2012), and Hankerin’ Heart: Mosey (2012)

Undone, 2012
Fiberglass, fabric, aluminum, found bottles, found chair
198 × 72 × 60 in. (502.9 × 182.9 × 152.4 cm)
Details on facing and following pages
Tia Collection, Santa Fe, NM

Equinox, 2012
Hand-sewn lithograph with collage on paper
48 × 16 in. (121.9 × 40.6 cm)
Pomona College Collection. Museum purchase
with funds from the Carlton Seaver Fund

Alison Saar, Alchemist:
“the hand is in the
making of textures”

I. MATERIAL
Generally, I have to experience
everything through my hands. —Alison Saar1
The poetics of Saar’s expression is rooted in
her vocabulary of mediums. —Linda Tesner2

Charcoal
Chalk
Acrylic
Seed sacks
Linens
Ceiling tin
Nails
Cotton
Wire
Wood
Copper
Dirt
Antler sheds
Wild roots
Sugar sacks
Glass
Water
Quilts
Handkerchiefs
Washboards
Pails
Trunks
Water
Driftwood
Branches
Bronze
Tar
Also:
Yoruba religion
Greek mythology
Nkisi figures
Words
History
Fables

50 Proof, 2012
Glass, copper, rubber, steel, soap, cotton
textiles, enamel basin, colored water
63 � 27 � 20 in. (160 � 68.6 � 50.8 cm)
Detail on previous spread
Private collection

Christina Sharpe

Alison Saar is a theorist of material; material is her
praxis. By which I mean, Saar is interested in idea and
material, curious about chalk, charcoal, tin, sugar sacks,
seed sacks, washboards, cotton, bronze. She is attentive
to their lives, the stories they tell, their accretion of detail
and meaning. “It’s the ideas that determine my materials,” Saar says. Saar is a sculptor, painter, and printmaker
who has “studied African, Haitian, Afro-Cuban and other
black visual traditions and wrote a senior thesis on U.S.
black vernacular art.”3 Her work is often figurative, and
it is described as public facing. Saar makes work that
engages the body and the spirit, work that she hopes
audiences will find a way to connect with. Her sculptures, sometimes incorporating antler sheds and wild
roots, extend outward to the viewer, like a branch or a
hand. Saar says, “I wanted to make art that told a story,
that would engage people. I wanted them to be moved
by my work, whether it was specifically what my intentions were or not did not matter. I wanted them to be
drawn in and affected by my sculpture.”4
I have long been an admirer of Saar, since I first
saw images of her work in a graduate seminar taught
by the poet, scholar, and sometime Saar collaborator
Harryette Mullen. And then I saw her sculptures in
person at the Phyllis Kind Gallery in Soho, New York,
sometime in the mid-to-late 1990s. This phrase—in
person—is fully meant, because Saar’s works take on
an uncanny corporeality. Her figures are present as beings, as gods, perhaps, but most certainly as presences.
As I entered the gallery, I was arrested by the figure
that greeted me just inside the door. That figure was a
woman, and I believe the sculpture was Strange Fruit
(tin alloy, wood, dirt, found objects, rope, paint, 1995).
The sculpture is of a woman who has perhaps been
lynched. As the figure was installed, she was hanging
upside down, tied at the ankles, and suspended by a
long rope. In my memory, one could pull that rope
and thus cause the hanging woman to be momentarily
lifted into the air. That act, whether it was shadow (by
which I mean existing only in my memory) or real implicates the viewer. I think here of Saidiya Hartman’s
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Strange Fruit, 1995
Tin alloy, wood, dirt, found objects, rope, paint
76 × 21 × 14 in. (193.1 × 53.4 × 35.6 cm)
Collection of Baltimore Museum of Art,
Contemporary Art Endowment Fund

essay “Venus in Two Acts.” Of that Venus, a young
African girl, hung from her feet, beaten, violated, and
murdered in Middle Passage, Hartman writes: “We
stumble upon her in exorbitant circumstances that
yield no picture of the everyday life, no pathway to her
thoughts, no glimpse of the vulnerability of her face or
of what looking at such a face might demand.”5 When
we stumble upon Saar’s Venus, we either arrive after
the event of her possible hanging and murder (?) or in
media res: Who pulls that rope? Who doesn’t? Who is
the perpetrator? Who is implicated and how? Saar’s
Strange Fruit demands our attention, demands that we
look at her face.
It was stunning. Saar’s hanged woman was yet so
alive, so vulnerable—she was naked, her neck was
turned to one side, her head on her shoulder, an often
repeated gesture in Saar’s work. Is her neck broken?
Is she resting? Is she mournful? Wistful? Yes, perhaps
wistful. The hanged figure is leaning in a way that looks
self-protective, her hands, insufficient to the task, cover
her breasts and her pubis. Her lips are painted red, her
carved wooden body is covered in ceiling tin. The raised
decorative tin appears as shield and accretion, as armament, ornament, and scar.
The figure gestures toward Venus Pudica but turned
upside down. But, if she is that Venus, then she is that
Venus hung for her power, and what may look like
serenity is nevertheless a sign of her power. And then
there was Hoe (hoe, wood, plaster, tin, 1995)—a smaller
sculpture of a figure of a woman built up from a rusted

hoe. Another iteration, perhaps, of the Venus Pudica,
this woman is right-side up. Her lips are also red; she,
too, is naked, and she seems less to be covering herself
from the prying gaze than pleasing herself. Her head is
tilted back, resting against the gallery wall, one hand
cups a breast, one hand is between her legs. This Venus
seems caught in pleasure and not in the aftermath of
attack. A hoe is an instrument of seemingly familiar use,
but it is also, as this sculpture would show us, recondite. The blade that her feet subside into—or grow out
of—is an implement and a weapon, a good and useful
implement and weapon. A tool for digging the earth,
for growing the earth, for awakening the earth, but also,
perhaps, for self-defense and a refusal of misnaming.
These figures are powerfully evocative, painful, and
beautiful, and they visually and physically reference
histories of race/sex/violence, what one understands
pleasure to be, and where one understands violence and
pleasure to land. I think that, together, these sculptures get at the varied and multiple conditions of Black
women, which is a recurrent theme in Saar’s great and
complicated project.
To sit with Saar’s work is to sit with its weight, force,
and beauty—its presence. It is to sit in a space/time
somewhere between or among idea, substance, experience, and the haptic that Saar describes as the need to
experience everything through her hands. Saar works in
tactility, in feeling and mass.
More nouns, verbs, adjectives, many of them
titles of Saar’s sculptures and prints that appear in
this exhibition:
Breach
Conked
Brood
Deluge
Rouse
Shorn
Undertow
Tactility
Undone

This list enumerates the titles and themes of sculptures
and prints in the exhibition Of Aether and Earthe. Many
of these words, like shorn and conked, have to do with
hair but not only hair. Shorn is most often applied to
the removal of sheep’s wool and also to the process of
cutting the hair of people of African descent, which has
been likened to wool. Then there is conked, which means
to arrive at the end of, as in conked out, but also to break
the structure of and therefore to make something anew,
as in congoleen—a straightener for Black hair.
Often these titles have to do with bodies—human,
animal, water, land, air—and what lies between them
and in their midst, the ways that these animate and
inanimate bodies are confounded, mixed up, fenced off.
There are also titles, like Deluge (2016), Undertow (2004),
and Brood (2008), that are concerned with what bodies
withstand, the transformative, transsubstantive forces
that make and undo them.
The spaces between the nouns and the verbs and the
adjectives of this list are part of the spiritual ingredients
that Saar works with, that complexity of meaning and
signification. The materials, Saar tells us, have spirit and
life and memory, they are, as Sarah Hanley writes, “his
torically charged, richly tactile materials.”6 What Saar does
with the matter at her hand is like what Toni Morrison
does with language. Both work in Black vernaculars.

In Morrison’s essay “Home,” she writes about
English and her desire to signify racial specificity minus
the detritus of racism. Morrison undertook that hard
work with her materials—language—for the entirety of
her career as an editor and writer. She describes with
precision that “prison house” of raced language and tells
us that, in relation to the work of racist racial construction, “eliminating the potency of racist constructs in
language is the work [she] can do.”7
The elements of Saar’s work (weight, interior,
exterior, Yoruba religion, myth, fable, glass, branch)
signify racial specificity minus the detritus of racism.
Her copper, sugar sacks, glass, nails, washboards, wool,
and wild roots are the means by which she experiences
and then makes worlds, and then, through her, we experience the world. Saar speaks often about using found
and salvaged objects in her work, as in vintage fabrics
collected from flea markets, and she thinks about
holding the found object’s history, its memory of life
and its wisdom. There is, she tells us, a spirit in certain
materials. Saar works from the long history and present
in the United States of antiblack violence. But Saar does
not lodge us in violence and leave us there.
Saar salvages these materials, saves and salves them,
holds ideas, matter, and life in her hands and translates
them to us—her audience.

Life
Weight
Interior
Exterior
Figure
Ground
Aether
Earthe

Deluge, 2016
Wood, ceiling tin, wire, cast iron
68 × 64 × 70 in.
(172.7 × 162.6 × 177.8 cm)
Collection of J. Michael Bewley

Undertow, 2004
Wood, wire, bottles, copper
45 × 12 × 9 in
(114.3 × 30.5 × 22.9 cm)
Collection of Lois and Richard Neiter

Mo’fro, 2006
Wood, tin, barbed wire
33 × 21 ½ × 18 in.
(83.8 × 54.6 × 45.7 cm)
Collection of Dallas Price van Breda
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Swing Low: Harriet Tubman Memorial, 2007
Cast bronze, granite
156 � 108 � 252 in. (396.2 � 274.3 � 640 cm)
122nd and Frederick Douglass Avenue, New York
Detail on preceding page

II. TOOL
1. (a) “Any instrument of manual operation” (Johnson);
a mechanical implement for working upon something,
as by cutting, striking, rubbing, or other process, in any
manual art or industry; usually, one held in and operated
directly by the hand (or fixed in position, as in a lathe),
but also including certain simple machines, as the lathe;
sometimes extended to simple instruments of other kinds
(b) A weapon of war, esp. a sword. archaic.
2. figurative (a) Anything used in the manner of a tool; a
thing (concrete or abstract) with which some operation is
performed; a means of effecting something; an instrument.
—Oxford English Dictionary

The first tool in Alison Saar’s repertoire is the hand:
“that laying on the hands of it” and her need to experience everything through her hands.
I had the great pleasure of meeting Saar in October
2019, in Los Angeles, and she took me to her studio.
On the way there, we passed trees that had been cut
down and then cut further into logs. Saar contemplated
stopping or returning for them, then decided that
the length was wrong, they’d been cut too short. She
spoke of salvaging when she lived in New York City,
transporting tin ceiling tiles and other found and saved
objects on the subway, dragging all of this home. An eye
for salvage, for use/fulness and beauty. Beauty in the
quotidian and its constitutive salvage that often makes
up so much of Black life. What a gift it is for us to be
saved by Saar’s hand, to be salvaged.
When I taught in a small college and lived in Geneva,
New York, I started buying racist memorabilia in order
to liberate those pieces from their white collectors who
had so imagined and made them. I think, often, of those
objects that I purchased in flea markets and estate auctions between Ithaca, Geneva, Canandaigua, and other
cities, towns, and hamlets in upstate New York. One
handmade object in particular astounded me. I bought
it in Ithaca. It was a figure made from a chicken wishbone, painted black, with a face carved into the head
of the furcula and wearing a dress made from pieces of
chamois. A piece of paper was glued to its front; and

written in script was the following rhyme: “Once I was
a chicken bone and dwelt inside a hen, now I am a little
slave, made to wipe your pen.”
Of course, Alison Saar’s mother, artist Betye Saar,
makes brilliant use of such material—think of the
Liberation of Aunt Jemima (wood, cotton, plastic, metal,
acrylic, printer paper, fabric, 1972). Alison Saar puts many
of these same ingredients to a different kind of undoing
use, not as racist memorabilia but as the wood, cotton,
and acrylic itself. I am struck by some of the uses of objects in the work that Saar is currently making—the castiron frying pans of different sizes and weights, the age of
them and how they’ve been tended to or simply used.
At Saar’s studio, I ask about her tools. I want to see
what she uses to chisel the wood, to make her magnificent sculptures, to make the holes in the wood for the
hair to sprout, and the awl that she uses to punch holes

I think of the tactility of the mallet, awl, and chisel
and those implements in Saar’s hands, the transportation and transformation that in their use must occur
in both the artist and the work. The body of the artist
is changed by the tool and the work; that change itself
enacts the kind of “tug between spirit and body” that is
so present in Saar’s sculptural body of work.

III. LIFE
in the tin used to adorn the sculptures. Saar shows
me the stack of tin ceiling tiles, the nails that will be
hair, a spray can of liquid rubber used to coat the nails
and make them matte black. She also shows me a box
of instruments. I touch them one by one. There is a
beautiful and functional mallet. Tactile. Lighter than
I expected. Made by Wood Is Good Co., this is a quiet
mallet, and it is unbreakable. There is a beautiful sapphire-blue-handled awl, a fern-green-handled chisel.
The mallets and the chisels were given to Saar by her
father Richard, in her last year in graduate school.8
Richard Saar was a ceramic artist. “He also had a business for conserving art where Alison Saar worked for
many years, intimately learning techniques and styles
by restoring works of art ranging from ancient Chinese
frescos to African sculpture.”9
A poet with chronic pain from sitting and writing
asks a painter and photographer what effect doing her
work has had on her body. The painter replies that one
side of her body is lifted higher than the other. There
is the work, and then there is the relation between the
work and the body doing the work. Saar moves with a
kind of stillness. I look at Saar’s body, at her hands, and
I think of the force required to do the work that she does,
the flesh and muscle, tendon and sinew, sweat and blood
that she works through and with. Perhaps the work has
produced that stillness in her.
When is a body not just a body? When is it more
than a body, less than a body?

Please approach with care these figures in black.
Regard with care the weight they bear,
the scars that mark their hearts.
Do you think you can handle these bodies of graphite
& coal dust?
This color might rub off. A drop of this red liquid
could stain your skin.
This black powder could blow you sky high.
—Harryette Mullen10

Saar has an ongoing collaboration with the poet
Harryette Mullen. Their engagement, like Mullen’s
poem, above, models care—as an antidote to violence.11
I have walked past Saar’s Harriet Tubman (Swing
Low: Harriet Tubman Memorial, 2007, in Harlem, New
York) many times. Walked past the front, the back,
and all around it. Saar’s Tubman is headed South—not
North—on one of her dangerous return trips to bring
more fugitives from the slave states to comparatively
freer states. Saar’s Tubman is in mid stride and on her
billowing skirt are the soles of shoes (bringing up the
homophone souls) and the faces of many of those Black
people swept up, by, and with her, and moved, roots and
all, to another space. She carries them/us with her as she
heads back for more. Saar’s Tubman has her feet firmly
planted on the earth, yet moving.
This movement is Tubman’s focus—pulling enslaved
people away, pulling slavery out by its roots—carrying
the people with her to some other place, to a space that
Frederick Douglass revises from freedom to “comparative freedom.”12 Saar says, “I was really wanting to
understand the spirit of this woman who went beyond
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Breach, 2016
Wood, ceiling tin, found trunks, washtubs,
other objects
155 × 60 × 51 in. (393.7 × 152.4 × 129.5 cm)
Los Angeles County Museum of Art

all these boundaries and barriers to help other people,
and that is such a rare thing. What I wanted was for people to come to this piece and really understand what was
truly phenomenal about Tubman—that she was constantly sacrificing her own life to help others.”13 Perhaps
the patina, the roots pulled out but still attached, the
landing in sole and soul attest to the structural strain of
slavery and its afterlives and what is made in its knowledge. Tubman embodies care as shared risk.
Roots often appear in Saar’s work. This speaks to
me about Black life’s orientation and our straining
toward liberation and connection. Saar’s work enters
the present world and simultaneously imagines other
adjacent pasts and futures, sometimes horrific, sometimes fantastical, sometimes mythical, but always
sensual or feeling worlds.
Let me return to salvage—a word with origins in
maritime insurance, a word that traces its beginnings
to the trade in kidnapped and enslaved Africans and
the Middle Passage. I think here of salvage of thought,
the thoughts saved from a wreckage, as well as those
things thrown up by the sea or washed up on a beach or
a riverbank: clothing, pails, furniture, wood chests and
trunks, all those things left behind and revealed when
the flood waters recede. From “waste material,”14 Saar
salvages the uncanny presence of something marvelous
that is in the wrong place.

Saar’s Backwater Blues series (2014) speaks to the
Great Mississippi River Flood of 1927 and to Hurricane
Katrina, which caused catastrophic damage to Louisiana
and Florida in 2005. Breach (2016) appears as part of
that series and it repeats—finding form as both installation and painting. In each iteration, a naked woman is
on a raft; she holds a pole in one hand and on her head
are all of her possessions, saved, salvaged. Breach means
an act of breaking or failing to observe a law, agreement,
or code of conduct; to make a gap in and break through
(a wall, barrier, or defense); archaic, a person’s buttocks.
I cannot help but surface the homophone—breech:
“relating to or denoting presentation of a fetus in which
the buttocks, rump, or legs are nearest the cervix and
emerge first at birth.”15
I turn to breach as it appears in those homophonic
soundings and in two different iterations, and to the but
tocks. While the buttocks are a site of racist speculation
about Black people—Black women in particular—Saar’s
naked figures inhabit the multiple descriptions of
buttocks in Black aesthetics—descriptions of strength,
balance, and beauty. In the interview between Irene
Tsatsos and Alison Saar in this volume, we read: “Maddy
[Saar’s daughter] came by the studio the other day. I said,
‘I think her butt’s too big.’ She said, ‘Mom, there’s no
such thing as a butt being too big.’”16
The women—and all of the sculptures in these two
venues are of women—are often naked. Their stances,
even in water, even when adrift, seem to me to reference
a kind of steadfastness, a certain rootedness in cultural
signification, even in the face of catastrophic circumstances, even in the face of history. These women are
often weathered, weathering.
Saar turns again to water for her site-specific work,
based on Yemaja, at the Benton Museum of Art: “a
twelve-foot cast bronze female figure carrying a tower
of basins and vessels on her head while pouring ‘water’
from a bucket. In Saar’s research into the museum site,
she observed that the Pomona campus was once part
of the San Antonio alluvial plain and prone to periodic

flooding. Most notable was the 1938 flood, which
prompted the construction of the San Antonio Dam
and culvert to direct the water away from the growing
campus and community.”17 In the current life of the
spillway, the water could come back.18
In “The Site of Memory,” Morrison writes that when
the Mississippi River breaches its banks, we misname
that process when we call it flooding. She tells us that
the river isn’t flooding, “It is remembering . . . All water
has a perfect memory and is forever trying to get back
to where it was.”19 This is fitting because Alison Saar’s
attention on people so often cast out/outside shapes her
work and the environments in which we see it.
Saar bears witness to the entanglement of people and
environment, to animal and human, to air and earth. She
works with the matter of Black life in the Americas, the
African continent, and the Caribbean, and she does so
without spectacularizing that life. In Saar’s work, we are
somewhere in the suspension or perhaps elongation of
time; somewhere in the spaces carved out by words and

their new noun, verb, and adjective forms; somewhere
made by Saar’s hand. We are still here, and we carry
certain knowledges. With Alison Saar’s work, we are
gathered into the space/time somewhere between Aether
and Earthe.
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Via Lactea, 2013
Wood, cast bronze, acrylic
54 × 18 × 12 in. (137.2 × 45.7 × 30.5 cm)
Collection of Dan and Joyce Sandel

Show Us
What You’re Made Of

Camille T. Dungy

As a beginning, I bore another beginning inside.
You know this: even daddy long legs must also sometimes
be mothers. More than once I have delivered
		

something that was nothing

like a human child. I’ve nursed history.
I am built for this: of muscle, circumstance, & bone. Also, tin,
blues, breath, blown glass, & boxing gloves.
		

I was once a cabinet. A lighted jewel

inside. I am nothing if not also everything.
Rope, rubber, worry, soap, & steel. You know this.
I am nothing if not all castaway & collected desire. I once bore
		

a human child. Afterward, I sprouted

antlers. I am, after all, nothing but an animal.
Picture a long-legged spider crab—improbably gigantic,
she can live a hundred years or more—
		

this one built of a black cast

bronze & someone’s dreams. Now you are picturing my heart.
Or a hooped net, gauzy white, blood drenched
at the bottom edge & draping from ceiling to floor.
		

Inside this, the nest of my ambition.

From my head, like a crown, I’ve pushed
		

the afterbirth of fibrous blossoms.

From my breasts: roots & nectar. I am nothing if not something
like a flower. Cotton, creature, comfort, something like a crow.
Yes, I am bird. Also, I am badgered woman working
		

this loved lake the levy made spill.

		

When I sleep, my snores lift like wings.

When I go dancing, I don the half-light of sorrow for shoes.

Shorn, 2013
Wood, wire, glass
32 × 11 × 11 in. (81.3 × 27.9 × 27.9 cm)
Detail on following spread
Collection of Charles and Lydia Levy

Pearly, 2013
Paper, foam, glue, acrylic, graphite, polyester cloth
140 × 32 × 16 in. (355.6 × 81.3 × 40.6 cm)
Full view on following spread

Sluefoot Slide, 2015
Acrylic, gesso, and charcoal on found sugar
sacks and linens
53 × 26 ½ in. (134.6 × 67.3 cm)

Black Bottom Stomp, 2015
Acrylic, gesso, and charcoal on found and
dyed denim, sugar sacks, and linens
53 × 26 in. (134.6 × 66 cm)
Collection of Jean and Timothy Schmit

Breach (study), 2016
Charcoal, chalk, and acrylic on found
seed sacks and linens
65 × 30 in. (165.1 × 76.2 cm)
Detail on following page
University of Kentucky Art Museum

Still Waiting

Harryette Mullen

Please approach with care these figures in black.
Regard with care the weight they bear,
the scars that mark their hearts.
Do you think you can handle these bodies of graphite & coal dust?
This color might rub off. A drop of this red liquid
could stain your skin.
This black powder could blow you sky high.
No ordinary pigments blacken our blues.
Would you mop the floor with this bucket of blood?
Would you rinse your soiled laundry in this basin of tears?
Would you suckle hot milk from this cracked vessel?
Would you be baptized in this fountain of funky sweat?
Please approach with care
these bodies still waiting to be touched.
We invite you to come closer.
We permit you to touch & be touched.
We hope you will engage with care.

Breach, 2016
Wood, ceiling tin, found trunks, washtubs, other objects
155 × 60 × 51 in. (393.7 × 152.4 × 129.5 cm)
Details on following spreads
Los Angeles County Museum of Art

Deluge, 2016
Wood, ceiling tin, wire, cast iron
68 × 64 × 70 in. (172.7 × 162.6 × 177.8 cm)
Details on following spreads
Collection of J. Michael Bewley

High Cotton, 2017
Acrylic on indigo-dyed seed sacks,
vintage linens, and denim
84 × 102 in. (213.4 × 259.1 cm)

Bitter Crop (detail), 2018
Wood, steel, bronze, acrylic, tar
18 × 28 × 8 in. (45.7 × 71.1 × 20.3 cm)
Full view on following spread
Collection of Gary and Kathi Cypres

Wrath of Topsy, 2018
Wood, ceiling tin, wire, bronze, tar
36 × 33 × 27 in. (91.4 × 83.8 × 68.6 cm)
Alternate view on following page
Collection of Beth Rudin DeWoody

Imbue (study), 2020
Watercolor and pencil on paper
14 � 11 in. (35.6 � 27.9 cm)

Hygiea (study), 2020
Watercolor and pencil on paper
14 � 11 in. (35.6 � 27.9 cm)

Autobiographical
Timeline

Alison Saar

1963

At age six, we move to Laurel Canyon,
and I begin to forage for roots, stones,
and found objects among the ruins of the
devastating Laurel Canyon fire of 1959.
Having free rein in this semi-rural setting
hones my love for flora and fauna.

Left to right: Alison, Betye, Lezley, and Tracye Saar, 1978

1956

Born the second child to my artist
parents, Richard and Betye Saar,
in Los Angeles.

1959

Visit Watts Towers at age three. This
is my first memory of seeing a specific
work of art that influenced my interest
in repurposing cast-off materials.

Alison Saar with the goat Gudren, c. 1969

Richard Saar in his ceramics studio, c. 1950

1957

As a toddler, I spend much of my time
either in my father’s ceramic studio,
a lightless Quonset hut that was cool
and damp with the smell of clay and
occasionally blasted with heat from
the massive kiln, or in the light-filled
printmaking studios at Long Beach State
College, where my mother was pursuing
her graduate studies. I recall the studios
in Long Beach being perfumed with
a mixture of the campus jasmine and
asphaltum, which was used to coat the
etching plates.
Clockwise: Richard, Lezley, Alison, and Tracye Saar at Watts Towers, Los Angeles, 1965

150

Alison Saar

151

Autobiographical Timeline

Clockwise from top center: Betye, Lezley, Tracye, and
Alison Saar at the Renaissance Pleasure Faire, 1965

Alison Saar during her artist residence at the
Studio Museum, 1983

1967

Begin making dolls to sell at the
Renaissance Pleasure Faire, where my
parents have a booth to sell their art.
These dolls have ornate stories, and
I believe they are the genesis for the
narrative nature of my work.

Alison Saar, Love Potion #9, Queens Museum, New York, 1986

1981

1983

Carve my first sculptures, Backyard
Dog (1981) and Si J’Etais Blanc (1981),
for my MFA thesis exhibition at Otis Art
Institute.

1967–74

Accompany my mother to openings and
exhibitions in Leimert Park for artists
John Outterbridge, Noah Purifoy, Dale
and Alonzo Davis, and others. I later
see shows by David Hammons, Maren
Hassinger, and Senga Nengudi.

Awarded the artist in residency at the
Studio Museum in Harlem.

1986

Marry Thomas Leeser. Soon after,
create my first installation, Love Potion
#9 (1986), which looks at love and
infatuation, at the Queens Museum,
New York.

1982

First gallery show, at Baum Silverman
Gallery, Los Angeles.
Move to New York City.

1974–78

At Scripps College, I divide my time
between studying the art of Africa
and the African Diaspora with mentor
Samella Lewis, PhD, and studio classes.

Alison Saar, Crossroads, Bronx Museum, 1989

1989

Move to Brooklyn and get a studio
overlooking the Gowanas Canal.
The building has a freight elevator,
which allows me to carve larger works
and work on multiple pieces at the
same time.

1980–81

Pursue my mfa at Otis Art Institute,
Los Angeles.

Attend Roswell Artist Residence
Program in Roswell, New Mexico.

Alison Saar sewing at Scripps College, Claremont, CA, 1977

Left to right: Kerry James Marshall, Inga Charron, Alison Saar, Luis Serrano, and
Myrna Katz at the Wiliam Grant Still Center, Los Angeles, c. 1980

Alison Saar, Si J’Etais Blanc, 1981.
Collection of Betye Saar

Alison Saar working on Hear the Lone Whistle Moan (1991) in her Brooklyn studio

Alison Saar at Roswell Artist Residence Program,
Roswell, NM, 1986
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1993

Faculty member at Skowhegan School of
Painting and Sculpture. Later, I am invited
to serve on their board of governors. As
a result, I make annual visits to Skowhegan,
where I meet many artists and visit with
participants in their studios.
Catfish Dreamin’ (1993), an itinerant
installation, travels to various sites from
Virginia to New York. This interactive
work invites visitors to contribute a
song, recipe, or story in exchange for a
stone from the mouth of a six-foot catfish
sculpture on the back of a truck.
My daughter Maddy is born, and I
create the installation Fertile Ground
(1993) for the High Museum of Art in
Atlanta, Georgia. I imagine the role the
Southern landscape played as a refuge
for slaves and the agri-demons Cotton
and Tobacco.

Alison Saar and her son Kyle with Catfish Dreamin’ (1993) on the Mall, Washington, DC, 1993

First exhibition of Skin / Deep (1993),
which is included in the notorious 1993
Whitney Biennial. Skin / Deep responds
to a resurgence of violent attacks on
Black men in America.
Solo exhibition, Directions, at the
Hirschhorn Museum and Sculpture
Garden, Washington, DC.

Betye Saar and Alison Saar with House of Gris Gris, Wight Art Gallery, UCLA, 1990

1995

Move back to Laurel Canyon with my
family. That same year, I have a show
in the lobby of the Brooklyn Museum,
New York, titled The Woods Within.

1990

For the exhibition Secrets, Dialogues,
Revelations: The Art of Betye and Alison
Saar, at the Wight Art Gallery, University
of California Los Angeles, I collaborate
with my mother on the piece House of
Gris Gris (1990). For me, the work
expresses my nesting instincts, which
were in full swing as a new mother.

Alison Saar, Skin/Deep, 1993. Whitney Museum
of American Art

Begin showing with Phyllis Kind Gallery
in New York.

1992

Create the installation Slow Boat (1992),
which expresses my frustration and grief
during the height of the AIDS epidemic,
at the Whitney Museum at Phillip Morris,
New York.

Alison Saar and her son Kyle (center) with viewers at the Whitney Museum at Phillip Morris, New York, 1992

Alison Saar, Terra Firma, 1991. Santa Barbara Museum of Art

Alison Saar, Strange Fruit, 1995. Baltimore Museum
of Art, Contemporary Art Edowment Fund
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2000

Lease a studio in North Hollywood with fourteenfoot-tall ceilings and a roll-up door, giving me the
freedom to work larger and for longer hours, since
I no longer need to be concerned with the noise of
my chainsaw disturbing my neighbors.

Body Politics: The Female Image in
Luba Art and the Sculpture of Alison
Saar, at the Fowler Museum at UCLA.
The exhibition, curated by Mary Nooter
Roberts, juxtaposes my work with the art
of the Luba peoples of the Democratic
Republic of the Congo.

2017

Meet poet Evie Shockley at the Vermont Studio
Center and begin collaborating with her on images
for the Topsy series, which is printed in her book
semiautomatic and exhibited in my show, Topsy
Turvy, at L.A. Louver.

2002

First trip to Africa for a solo exhibition at
the Musée Boribana, in Dakar, Senegal.
Inspired to create the work Inheritance
(2003), after witnessing children
helping their mothers and caring for their
younger siblings.

2005

The exhibition Legacies: The Art of Betye,
Lezley and Alison Saar opens at the
Ackland Art Museum at the University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and tours
the United States.

2006

Coup, my first exhibition at L.A. Louver
Gallery, in Venice, California.
Alison Saar, Inheritance, 2003. Collection of H. Allen Evans and Anna Rosicka

2007

Unveil Swing Low: Harriet Tubman Memorial
(2007), in Harlem, New York.

2011

Install Embodied (2011), a fourteen-foot bronze
woman representing Justice at the Los Angeles
County Hall of Justice.

Alison Saar, 50 Proof, 2011. Private collection

Alison Saar working on Deluge (2016) in her North Hollywood studio

2012

I begin experimenting with glass during
a residency at Pilchuck Glass School
in Seattle, Washington. After the
election of President Obama, I notice
the resurrection of racism and white
supremacy in the United States. My
interest in making works that attempt
to distill bigotry to its essence in order
to dispel it results in the exhibition
STILL . . . , at the Ben Maltz Gallery, Otis
College of Art and Design, Los Angeles.

2016

After a short residency at the Joan
Mitchell Center in New Orleans, I
begin a series of works looking at the
devastation wreaked by Hurricane
Katrina and how little has change for
Black folks in the face of flooding since
the Great Mississippi Flood of 1927.
My explorations culminate in two shows:
Silt, Soot and Smut, at L.A. Louver,
and Breach, at Lafayette College,
Easton, Pennsylvania.
Alison Saar, Bain Froid, 1991. Collection
of Charles and Nancy Sims

Alison Saar, Cache, 2006. Hood Museum of Art, Dartmouth College

Alison Saar, Breach, 2016, installation view at Grossman Gallery, Lafayette College, Easton, PA
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2019

A retrospective of my prints, titled
Mirror Mirror: The Prints of Alison Saar
from the Schnitzer Collection, opens at
the University of North Texas and tours
the United States through 2021.

2020

Opening of Alison Saar: Of Aether and
Earthe at the Armory Center for the
Arts and the Benton Museum of Art at
Pomona College.
Unveiling of Imbue at the Benton
Museum of Art at Pomona College.

Alison Saar’s works presented by L.A. Louver at Frieze Los Angeles, 2020

Alison Saar, Imbue (2020), in progress at Metal Fabrication and Art, Los Angeles (above and following page)

Digital rendering of Alison Saar’s Imbue (2020) in situ at the Benton Museum of Art at Pomona College
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Exhibition Checklist

Armory Center for the Arts
Benton Museum of Art at Pomona College

Afro-di(e)ty, 2000
Mixed-media installation
Dimensions variable
Collection of H. Allen Evans and Anna Rosicka

Conked, 1997
Wood, paint, ceiling tin, wire
28 × 28 ½ × 19 ½ in. (71.1 × 72.4 × 49.5 cm)
Eileen Harris Norton Collection

Bitter Crop, 2018
Wood, steel, bronze, acrylic, tar
18 × 28 × 8 in. (45.7 × 71.1 × 20.3 cm)
Collection of Gary and Kathi Cypres

Equinox, 2012
Hand-sewn lithograph with collage on paper
48 × 16 in. (121.9 × 40.6 cm)
Pomona College Collection. Museum purchase with
funds from the Carlton Seaver Fund

Black Bottom Stomp, 2015
Acrylic, gesso, and charcoal on found and
dyed denim, sugar sacks, and linens
53 × 26 in. (134.6 × 66 cm)
Collection of Jean and Timothy Schmit

Hankerin’ Heart: Gimpy, 2012
Cast bronze
64 × 54 × 50 in. (162.6 × 137.2 × 127 cm)
Courtesy of the artist and L.A. Louver

Blonde Dreams, 1997
Wood, tar, gold leaf, rope
95 ½ × 7 × 6 in. (242.6 × 17.8 × 15.2 cm)
Eileen Harris Norton Collection

Hankerin’ Heart: Hincty, 2012
Cast bronze
75 × 38 × 50 in. (190.5 × 96.5 × 127 cm)
Courtesy of the artist and L.A. Louver

Breach, 2016
Wood, ceiling tin, found trunks, washtubs, other objects
155 × 60 × 51 in. (393.7 × 152.4 × 129.5 cm)
Los Angeles County Museum of Art

Hankerin’ Heart: Mosey, 2012
Cast bronze
66 × 49 × 59 in. (167.6 × 124.5 × 149.9 cm)
Courtesy of the artist and L.A. Louver

Breach (study), 2016
Charcoal, chalk, and acrylic on found seed sacks
and linens
65 × 30 in. (165.1 × 76.2 cm)
University of Kentucky Art Museum

High Cotton, 2017
Acrylic on indigo-dyed seed sacks, vintage linens,
and denim
84 × 102 in. (213.4 × 259.1 cm)
Courtesy of the artist and L.A. Louver

Brood, 2008
Found children’s chairs, fiberglass, bronze
98 × 20 × 20 in. (248.9 × 50.8 × 50.8 cm)
Collection of Gary and Kathi Cypres

Hygiea, 2020
Mixed-media installation
Dimensions variable
Courtesy of the artist and L.A. Louver

Imbue, 2020
Cast bronze
142 × 54 × 42 in. (360.7 × 137.2 × 106.7 cm)
Pomona College Collection. Restricted gift of
the Bartman Family, Carlton Seaver Fund,
Dr. Lucille M. Paris Fund for the Museum of Art,
Endowment Fund for Art in Public Places,
Fellows of Contemporary Art, Kiki Ramos Gindler
and David Gindler, Kathleen Howe and Jerome
Burstein, Janet Inskeep Benton ’79 Endowed Fund,
Merrill R. Francis Fund, Donald M. Pattison,
Denise Petitfils, Evelyn and John Popp, Joanne and
Paul Schnell, Geneva and Charles Thornton,
and the Zalesin Family

Sea of Nectar, 2008
Wood, ceiling tin, bronze, tar
68 × 24 × 32 in. (172.7 × 60.9 × 81.3 cm)
Collection of Dr. and Mrs. Richard J. Feldman

Inheritance, 2003
Tin, wire, muslin, wood, acrylic
71 × 28 in. (180.3 × 71.1 cm)
Collection of H. Allen Evans and Anna Rosicka

Sluefoot Slide, 2015
Acrylic, gesso, and charcoal on found sugar
sacks and linens
53 × 26 ½ in. (134.6 × 67.3 cm)
Courtesy of the artist and L.A. Louver

Mammy Machine, 2012
Glass, rubber, found chain, washtub, water
76 × 36 × 24 ½ in. (193 × 91.4 × 62.2 cm)
Courtesy of the artist and L.A. Louver
Pearly, 2013
Paper, foam, glue, acrylic, graphite, polyester cloth
140 × 32 × 16 in. (355.6 × 81.3 × 40.6 cm)
Courtesy of the artist and L.A. Louver
Rouse, 2012
Wood, bronze, fiberglass, antler sheds
90 × 76 × 73 in. (228.6 × 193 × 185.4 cm)
Courtesy of the artist and L.A. Louver
Sapphire, 1985
Wood, shards, electric lights, mixed media
28 × 31 × 10 in. (71.1 × 78.7 × 25.4 cm)
Collection of Gai Gherardi and Rhonda Saboff
Scar Song, 1989
Wood and found copper repoussé
76 × 24 × 24 in. (193 × 60.9 × 60.9 cm)
Collection of Robert MacLeod

Sea of Serenity, 2007
Wood, copper, ceiling tin
72 × 24 × 24 in. (182.9 × 60.9 × 60.9 cm)
Courtesy of the artist and L.A. Louver
Shorn, 2013
Wood, wire, glass
32 × 11 × 11 in. (81.3 × 27.9 × 27.9 cm)
Collection of Charles and Lydia Levy

Undertow, 2004
Wood, wire, glass, copper
45 × 12 × 9 in. (114.3 × 30.5 × 22.9 cm)
Collection of Lois and Richard Neiter
Undone, 2012
Fiberglass, cotton dress, found chair, other objects
198 × 72 × 60 in. (502.9 × 182.9 × 152.4 cm)
Tia Collection, Santa Fe, NM
Via Lactea, 2013
Wood, cast bronze, acrylic
54 × 18 × 12 in. (137.2 × 45.7 × 30.5 cm)
Collection of Dan and Joyce Sandel
Voluptuous Mummy, 1982
Wood, linen, leather, nails, other objects
15 × 4 ½ × 3 ½ in. (38.1 × 11.4 × 8.9 cm)
Collection of Jordan D. Schnitzer
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Contributor Biographies

was born in Denver in 1972. She
received a BA from Stanford University and an MFA
from the University of North Carolina, Greensboro. Her
collections of poetry include Trophic Cascade (Wesleyan
University Press, 2017); Smith Blue (Southern Illinois
University Press, 2011); Suck on the Marrow (Red Hen
Press, 2010); and What to Eat, What to Drink, What
to Leave for Poison (Red Hen Press, 2006). She is also
the author of Guidebook to Relative Strangers: Journeys
into Race, Motherhood, and History (W. W. Norton,
2017); editor of Black Nature: Four Centuries of African
American Nature Poetry (University of Georgia Press,
2009); and coeditor of From the Fishouse: An Anthology
of Poems that Sing, Rhyme, Resound, Syncopate,
Alliterate, and Just Plain Sound Great (Persea, 2009).
Among Dungy’s honors are a John Simon Guggenheim
Memorial Foundation Fellowship and fellowships from
the National Endowment for the Arts in both poetry
(2003) and prose (2018). She is a two-time recipient of
the Northern California Book Award (2010 and 2011)
and received the Colorado Book Award (2017). Dungy
is a professor at Colorado State University and lives in
Fort Collins.
CAMILLE T. DUNGY

is Senior Curator at the Benton
Museum of Art at Pomona College. Her upcoming exhibitions include Alia Ali: Project Series 53 (Fall 2020),
Each Day Begins with the Sun Rising: Four Artists from
Hiroshima (Spring 2021), and Sadie Barnette: Project
Series 54 (Fall 2021). Recent exhibitions include Todd
Gray: Euclidean Gris Gris (2019–20); Marcia Hafif: A
Place Apart (2018); Project Series 52: Hayv Kahraman
(2018); Prometheus 2017: Four Artists from Mexico Revisit
Orozco (part of the Getty Foundation’s Pacific Standard
Time: LA/LA initiative, 2017); R.S.V.P. Los Angeles: The
Project Series at Pomona (2015); and Project Series 50:
Brenna Youngblood (2015). She has organized many
other exhibitions, including the award-winning and
critically acclaimed It Happened at Pomona: Art at
REBECCA MCGREW

the Edge of Los Angeles 1969–1973 (part of the Getty
Foundation’s Pacific Standard Time initiative, 2011–12).
McGrew is the recipient of a Getty Curatorial Research
Fellowship (2007) and Getty Foundation grants under
the Pacific Standard Time initiatives (2009–11 and
2014–16).
HARRYETTE MULLEN is a poet and a professor of English
at the University of California Los Angeles, where she
teaches courses in creative writing, American poetry,
and African American literature. Her collections of
poetry include S*PeRM**K*T (1992), Sleeping with the
Dictionary (2002), Recyclopedia (2006), and Urban
Tumbleweed: Notes from a Tanka Diary (2012). Her poetry
has been hailed by critics as unique, powerful, and
challenging. Elisabeth A. Frost wrote in Contemporary
Literature: “Crossing the lines between often isolated
aesthetic camps, Harryette Mullen has pioneered her
own form of bluesy, disjunctive lyric poetry, combining
a concern for the political issues raised by identity politics with a poststructuralist emphasis on language.”
ALISON SAAR was born in Los Angeles, California.
She studied art and art history at Scripps College
and received an MFA from the Otis Art Institute. She
received the United States Artist Fellowship in 2012 and
has also been awarded the John Simon Guggenheim
Memorial Foundation Fellowship and two National
Endowment Fellowships. Saar has exhibited at many
galleries and museums, including the Hirshhorn
Museum and Sculpture Garden and the Whitney
Museum of American Art. Her art is represented in the
collections of the Whitney Museum of American Art,
the Baltimore Museum of Art, the Museum of Modern
Art, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art.

is a Professor at York University in
the Department of Humanities. She is the author of
two books: In the Wake: On Blackness and Being (2016)
and Monstrous Intimacies: Making Post-Slavery Subjects
(2010), both published by Duke University Press. She is
currently working on two monographs: Black. Still. Life.
and Ordinary Notes.
CHRISTINA SHARPE

EVIE SHOCKLEY is

the author of three books of poetry:
a half-red sea (2006); the new black (2011), winner of
the Hurston/Wright Legacy Award in Poetry; and
semiautomatic (2017), which also won the Hurston/
Wright Legacy Award and was a finalist for the Pulitzer
Prize and the Los Angeles Times Book Prize. She
has also published a critical study, Renegade Poetics:
Black Aesthetics and Formal Innovation in African
American Poetry (2011), and essays and poems appearing in the United States and internationally. Among
her honors are the Lannan Literary Award for Poetry,
Stephen Henderson Award, Holmes National Poetry
Prize, and fellowships from the Radcliffe Institute for
Advanced Study, the Schomburg Center for Research
in Black Culture, and the American Council of Learned
Societies. She is Professor of English at Rutgers
University, New Brunswick, New Jersey.
IRENE TSATSOS is an artist, writer, and Director of
Exhibition Programs / Chief Curator at the Armory
Center for the Arts in Pasadena, California, where she
recently presented Below the Underground: Renegade
Art and Action in 1990s Mexico, part of the Getty
Foundation’s Pacific Standard Time: LA/LA initiative (2017). Tsatsos was the executive director of Los
Angeles Contemporary Exhibitions (LACE) from 1997
until 2005 and has held curatorial positions at the
Whitney Museum of American Art, the Arts Club of
Chicago, and Chicago’s alternative space N.A.M.E.,
where she served as executive director. Her essays have
been published by the Getty, California Community

Foundation, MIT Press, onestar press, Armory Press,
and others. Tsatsos has participated in many exhibition review panels nationally and was a curator of the
inaugural Los Angeles public art biennial, CURRENT:
LA Water. She has served as a grants juror regionally
and nationally, including for Creative Capital and the
National Endowment for the Arts. Tsatsos has taught
writing at My Friend’s Place, a drop-in center for at-risk
youth, is a member of the Advisory Council of Project X
Foundation for Art & Criticism, and is a member of the
board of Women’s Center for Creative Work.
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